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Chapter one


Raven's lungs burned with every hard breath she took.

Branches whipped at her face as she ran through the midnight forest with her black skirts bunched in both fists. Wet leaves slapped her bare ankles. Roots rose out of the dark like hands trying to trip her, and behind her came the sounds she could not afford to hear anymore: boots thudding over dirt, men shouting to one another, a woman shrieking prayers, the crackle and spit of torches moving through pine and alder.

"There," Luna called out somewhere to her right. "Left, around that fallen trunk."

Raven veered left without looking. Sage was behind them, then beside them, then behind again, red hair flashing in stray orange light when the mob drew too near. All three of them wore black, or what was left of it. Their dresses had been elegant once, fitted and beautiful, cut for movement and ritual both. Now they were torn at the sleeves and hem, muddy to the knee, and streaked with pine sap and old ash.

A shout rose behind them. "I see them!"

Another voice, male and thick with panic and righteousness. "Don't let the devils reach the hill!"

Sage made a furious sound in her throat. "If one more pig farmer calls me a devil, I swear I'll turn his blood into acid!"

"Save your breath," Luna said.

Raven risked a glance back. Torchlight bobbed between the trees, far too many points of fire, a swarm of angry stars at ground level. Men from the village, boys trying to prove they were men, and a few women too, faces hard with fear. They carried clubs, farm tools, hatchets, hunting bows, anything that could become a weapon in the hand of a frightened fool.

Someone loosed an arrow. It hissed through the dark and struck a pine with a wet thock near Raven's shoulder. She ducked on instinct.

"That’s not very nice!" she shouted.

Sage barked a breathless laugh. "Do you flirt with death every time?"

"If she keeps following me, yes."

The joke cost Raven air she desperately needed. They had been running for so long that time had turned into some abstract concept without meaning. A few minutes, an hour had passed since the bell started ringing in the square. Since old Marta's grandson saw smoke in the wrong color rising from Luna's chimney and told his mother. Since the priest arrived with his book and his trembling certainty and gave the village exactly what it wanted, a reason: Burn the witches.

Behind them, dogs howled and the voices grew louder.

"They went this way!"

"Spread out!"

"Gods preserve us!"

Raven skidded down a shallow slope and nearly lost her footing in a patch of slick needles. Luna caught her elbow, yanked her upright, and kept moving. Even exhausted, Luna ran with a kind of narrow, careful grace, all long pale limbs and cold focus. Strands of silvery hair had escaped her braid and stuck to her cheeks.

"We need to blur the trail!" Luna said.

"We needed that half a mile ago," Sage shot back.

"We still need it now," Luna said firmly.

Raven nodded. "Do it."

Luna did not stop. She flung one hand out behind her and sliced two fingers across her palm. A silver thread of light snapped into existence, so thin it would have been invisible in daylight. In the dark it gleamed once, like moonlight caught on wire. She whispered under her breath in the old tongue, words older than the village, older than the church with its cracked bell, older than anyone’s memories except for theirs.

The wind shifted. Pine scent thickened until it became almost choking. Damp earth rose strong and rich. The air turned on itself and folded, drawing their smell aside, scattering it through a stand of birches downslope. Leaves and twigs scattered, covering their footprints.

Behind them, confused shouting broke out at once.

"This way!"

"No, there!"

"I can't see a damned thing!"

Sage grinned fiercely. "That's my girl."

Luna was already paling from the effort. "Don’t make me your girl while we are being hunted."

"Fine,” Sage said. ”My terrifying moon priestess, then."

Luna barked a laugh. "I'm reconsidering saving your life."

Raven almost smiled. It hurt, somehow, that there was still room for this between heartbeats, between terror and mud and torchlight. But that was what they had always been together. Not calm, exactly. Never calm, but instead bound. The kind of binding that held when everything else failed.

A horn sounded from behind them, low and harsh. Raven's stomach dropped.

"That," she said, "is new."

Sage's face sharpened. "They've roused men from the south farms."

"Then we run faster!" Luna said.

The ground began to rise. The trees thinned just enough to let colder air through. Raven knew these woods. She had gathered roots and mushrooms here in spring. She had kissed a girl behind those stones when she was sixteen and very sure the world might yet be kind. She had watched villagers come to her door with sick children and infected cuts and trembling requests when they needed help, and later cross themselves when she walked past in daylight.

Safe when useful. Damned when seen.

She stumbled again, this time harder. Her knee hit a rock and pain burst up her thigh.

Sage stopped so abruptly Raven nearly collided with her. "Get up! Come on, we can’t falter now!"

"I’m moving, I’m moving," Raven said.

Raven got up, hissing between her teeth. Sage shoved her forward with a hand between her shoulders. Sage was the shortest of them, soft and lush where Luna was narrow and Raven curved, but there was a blunt force to her even now, tired and filthy and hunted. Her green eyes flashed every time the torchlight caught them through the trunks. She looked like something painted on a tavern sign to warn men away, and Raven loved her for it.

The forest opened one hard breath later. They burst from the last line of pines onto the slope of a high hill striped with frost-stiff grass and broken stone. The moon hung above it all, bright and thin and curved. Wind swept over the rise, cold enough to turn sweat to ice against the skin.

For one glorious second there were no roots, no branches, no blind corners. Then Raven looked back and saw lights moving under the trees below. There were far too many of them.

"We only have a few minutes," Luna said, breathing hard.

"Less," Sage muttered, glancing over her shoulder.

At the crest of the hill stood an old ring of stones half sunk into the earth, older than any road nearby. Raven's heart gave one ragged leap at the sight of it. A place of making, a place where the world had once been thinner. They ran straight for it.

By the time they reached the center of the ring, all three were shaking. Raven bent double, hands on her thighs, dragging air into herself. Luna dropped to one knee. Sage spat blood into the grass, probably from biting the inside of her cheek while she ran.

Below them the mob broke from the trees in clusters, torches swaying, breath smoking. The villagers saw them at once and a roar went up, ugly with triumph.

"There!"

"The gods have delivered them!"

Sage straightened and showed all her teeth. "Have they?"

Raven lifted her head. "We cannot fight them."

"We can kill enough to make the rest regret it," Sage growled, raising a hand.

"And then what?" Luna asked, quiet but sharp. "We stay here and die tired?"

Sage looked away first. Her fists clenched and unclenched at her sides. She knew Luna was right. They all did.

The ring of stones hummed faintly under Raven's feet, a sensation more than a sound. Old places remembered what they were for.

Luna felt it too. She rose, swaying only a little.

"The hill is still awake," she said

Raven turned to her. "Do we have enough left to make a gateway?"

"No," Sage said immediately.

Luna's gaze stayed on the stones. "Not for anything precise, but gods willing it’ll be enough."

The mob was climbing now, and faster than Raven wanted. Men stumbled on the slope and caught themselves. Torchfire streaked in the wind.

Raven wiped mud from her mouth with the back of her hand. "Then we stop worrying about being precise."

Sage stared at her. "So you want to cast the spell blindly?"

Raven shook her head. "I want to live."

"There are worse things than death," Sage said, her eyes going to the approaching crowd.

"Yes," Raven said, and looked at the people coming to kill them. "I see several of them halfway up the hill."

That earned a rough, unwilling sound from Sage, almost a laugh.

Luna exhaled. "A gate, then. A portal to somewhere safer."

"A one-way gate," Raven said with a nod. "No tether. No return line. No anchoring."

Sage's face tightened. "Anywhere?"

"Anywhere safe," Raven said. “Although at this point, damn near anything would feel safe.”

"And if safe means a desert with no water? The bottom of the sea? A convent?" “Sage demanded.

"A convent would kill you within the hour," Raven said. "So technically that wouldn’t be safe."

Luna gave Raven a brief, stunned look, then a laugh escaped her, thin and disbelieving from exhaustion. It vanished almost at once. "If we do this, we ask broadly from gods old and new. Earth below, stars above. We surrender our destination to them and leave our fate in their hands. It’s the only thing we have the strength for."

Sage glanced toward the slope. The first arrow fell short, landing in the grass with a whisper. "I hate surrendering anything," she said.

Raven stepped into the center of the stone ring and held out her hands. "Then call it something else, but it’s what we need.."

Sage rolled her eyes. "If we survive, I'm hitting you."

"If we survive, you may hit me twice," Raven said, reaching up and touching her left cheek. “But not here, this is my good side.”

Luna joined hands with Raven on one side, Sage on the other. Their palms were scraped and cold and trembling. The old familiar circuit of them closed, and for one heartbeat Raven could feel everything at once, Luna's fear tucked into neat corners, Sage's fury burning hot and wild, her own terror flickering quick and bright between them.

Below, someone shouted, "Loose!"

An arrow streaked past Luna's shoulder. They had no time left; death was imminent.

They began their spell, shaping it with hunger and desire and need. Their voices braided low at first, the old language roughened by gasping lungs. Raven called to crossroads and hidden doors. Luna called to moonlit water, to roads that curved beyond maps. Sage called to hearth-fire stolen from tyrants, to wild gods with dirt under their nails and the wind in their lungs.

The stones answered. Light leaked from cracks in the earth, pale blue at first, then violet. Wind spun inward, dragging Raven's black hair across her face. The grass flattened around the ring. Another arrow came, but it warped sideways in the rising current and clattered harmlessly away.

The villagers slowed on the hill, many of them staring wide-eyed. Even from this distance Raven saw it happen, courage buckling under awe. Torches dipped. A few men crossed themselves. The priest in his dark robe kept climbing, face white with hatred, book lifted like a shield.

"Stop them!" he cried. "Stop them now!"

Sage's lip curled. "I would smite him with lightning if I had time." She made a quick, flickering gesture with her hand. “That’ll have to do.”

The priest stumbled on the hill, cursing at the vine that suddenly held his ankle in place. He screamed obscenities and blasphemies at them, shaking his holy book like he wanted to strike them down with it.

The spell dragged at Raven from the inside. Heat left her limbs. Her heartbeat began to feel too large, too slow. She tightened her grip on the others and pushed harder.

"Ancient mothers," she whispered.

"Old fathers," Luna said.

"Any bastard listening," Sage snapped.

"Take us where the hunt cannot follow," Raven said.

"Where we are not named monsters before we speak," Luna said.

"Where no one comes with ropes and sermons," Sage said.

"Anywhere," all three breathed together, voices breaking on it. "Anywhere safe."

The air in the center of the ring split. The world tore open like black cloth slashed by invisible blades. A circle of crackling light spun into being, rimmed in white fire and colors Raven had no name for. Through it she saw nothing steady, only fragments of brightness and strange angles, a glow too clean to be torchlight, then darkness again.

The mob stopped dead, even the priest. For one suspended second the whole hill held its breath, then the backlash hit.

Raven cried out as the force of it slammed through her chest and down her arms. Luna nearly dropped, knees buckling. Sage cursed viciously and kept chanting through clenched teeth. Blood ran from Luna's nose. Raven felt something warm at the corner of her own mouth and knew it was the same.

The gate steadied. One way, with no return line and no promise other than safety.

Behind them, a torchbearer found his courage and surged forward. Others followed, shouting to cover their fear.

"They're weakening!"

"Take them!"

Sage turned her head toward Raven, eyes blazing in a face gone pale. "Still think this is a good plan?"

Raven looked at the rushing villagers, the torn mouth of the portal, the women at her sides. "No," she said honestly. "But it's the only one we have."

Luna gave a tiny nod. "Then we go together."

"As if I'd let either of you fall through first and make me wonder where you landed," Sage said.

Raven squeezed both their hands once. Hard. "On three."

The man with a torch was close enough now that Raven could see spittle at the corner of his mouth.

"One."

An arrow flashed by Raven’s ear. Sage flicked her hand again, causing the man’s torch to explode in his hand.

"Two."

The portal spat sparks over the stones. Someone else shouted, and three men drew their bows and aimed them right at the witches.

"Three."

They broke the circle and stumbled forward as one. Raven caught Luna around the waist. Sage shoved both of them with the last of her strength. The edge of the portal bit cold and hot at once, like winter water lit from within.

Behind them, the priest screamed something about hells and demons and torment. Raven did not turn to hear the rest. The three witches stepped through, and the hill, the torches, the forest at midnight vanished behind them.


Chapter two


By five-thirty on Friday, Ben Ford had reached the stage of office fatigue where he was no longer sure if the numbers on his monitor meant anything at all.

He sat in his cubicle staring at a spreadsheet full of color-coded deadlines that had somehow multiplied while he was at lunch. Cells glowed red, yellow, and green. Red was urgent. Yellow was becoming urgent. Green was apparently a lie.

Across the aisle, someone laughed too loudly at something that wasn't funny. A printer coughed out paper in choking bursts. The air conditioner hummed with the same dead-eyed persistence as everyone on the floor. Ben rubbed at his face, then checked the clock again like he could bully time into moving faster.

His boss, Craig, had swung by forty minutes earlier to "circle back" on deliverables, which was Craig's favorite phrase this month. Last month it had been "bandwidth." Before that, "let's be proactive."

Ben had once spent an entire lunch break ranking corporate phrases by how badly they made him want to walk into traffic. Traffic, unfortunately, was what waited for him now.

He shut his laptop, packed up, and escaped before Craig could materialize again with another surprise emergency that somehow only existed after normal business hours. By the time he got to the garage, Baltimore was already doing its Friday evening thing, every road crowded with impatient people all trying to get somewhere else.

Ben drummed his fingers against the steering wheel at a red light on Pratt Street and glanced at the row of brake lights ahead of him. It looked less like traffic and more like a funeral procession for his free time.

"Move, you beautiful idiots," he muttered.

The car in front of him did not move. Neither did the one behind him, though its driver did lean on the horn as if that might part the sea.

Ben exhaled through his nose and turned up the radio a little. It didn't help much. His shoulders still felt like somebody had poured concrete into them. He thought about the week he had just survived, the overtime, the pointless revisions, the way Craig had stood behind his chair yesterday asking if he could "just take one more pass" at a report Ben had already taken six passes at.

If he had to look at another spreadsheet this weekend, he was going to bite someone. But no, not this weekend.

This weekend was sacred in the smallest, saddest adult way possible. He was going to go home to his rowhouse in northeast Baltimore, change into shorts and a T-shirt, feed Murphy, make a decent plate of pasta, and maybe lose six straight matches in whatever game he downloaded and never had time to play. He wasn't trying to improve himself. He wasn't trying to hustle. He wasn't meal-prepping for the week or networking or touching grass. He was just going to sit down and be left alone. That thought got him through the worst of the drive.

By the time he pulled into his spot behind the house, dusk had started settling over the block. A kid two doors down was trying to do a wheelie on a bike too small for him. Somebody had music playing somewhere, bass thumping through brick and summer air. Ben grabbed his bag, locked the car, and headed inside.

Murphy heard the key in the door and came skidding across the floor before Ben had it half open.

"There he is," Ben said, smiling for what felt like the first real time all day.

Murphy was a mutt of uncertain ancestry and absolute conviction, medium-sized, tan with a white chest, one floppy ear and one mostly upright one. He greeted Ben like he'd returned from war rather than a bad office.

Ben dropped his bag, crouched, and let Murphy climb halfway into his lap. "Yes, I know. Terrible tragedy. You've been alone for several whole hours. Call the police!"

Murphy sneezed in his face, then licked his chin.

"Classy."

The house was nothing special, but it was his. Narrow living room, kitchen in the back, one bathroom, one bedroom upstairs, creaky floorboards, decent couch, some other furniture he'd had to assemble while swearing softly for two hours. It had taken years for it to stop feeling empty after his parents died, after the apartment he'd shared with roommates, after the drifting stretch of his early twenties when home was wherever he managed to sleep.

Now it smelled faintly like dog, laundry detergent, and the basil plant he kept murdering and replacing by the kitchen window.

He changed into gray athletic shorts and an old black T-shirt from a college intramural team, then fed Murphy, who attacked dinner with grateful violence. Ben cleaned a few dishes from the sink, wiped down the counter, picked up the junk mail he'd left on the table that morning, and felt his whole body slowly unclench with each ordinary thing.

This was the good part. The dumb little domestic rituals. Put the day away. Reset the room. Make food.

He filled a pot with water and salted it properly, because he had standards even if the rest of his life occasionally looked like a raccoon had been put in charge of scheduling. He got garlic going in olive oil, added red pepper flakes, butter, a squeeze of lemon, some parsley, and grated parmesan into a bowl while the pasta boiled. Simple, fast, and good enough to feel like care.

Murphy stationed himself in the kitchen doorway in case some noodles tragically fell.

"Don't even think about it," Ben said.

Murphy looked deeply unconvinced.

A few minutes later Ben tossed the pasta together, added a little pasta water until the sauce clung just right, and plated it in the broad white bowl he always used when he wanted to pretend his life was more elegant than it was. He grabbed a fork, a glass of water, and headed into the living room.

He set the bowl down long enough to kick off his sandals, then sank into the cushions and propped his feet on the coffee table with a groan that made him sound about sixty-eight. Murphy circled once and collapsed near the couch, close enough to supervise.

Ben twirled the first bite of pasta onto his fork and looked around the room with quiet satisfaction. Lamp on. TV off. Dog fed. Work dead until Monday.

"Look at us," he said to Murphy. "Thriving."

Murphy thumped his tail once. Ben took a bite, thoroughly enjoying his creation.

The magic circle appeared in the middle of his living room with a sound like a live wire shoved into a church bell.

He jerked so hard he almost launched the bowl into his lap. Pasta sloshed. Murphy sprang to his feet barking, sharp and frantic. For one stunned second Ben just stared.

A ring of white-blue light crackled in the air about three feet above the rug, bright enough to throw wild shadows up the walls. Sparks spit from its edges. The air smelled wrong all at once, like rain on hot stone and something metallic, something old. The center of the ring darkened, twisted, and deepened into a hole that was not a hole. Ben set the bowl down on the coffee table with shaking care.

"Oh, what the hell?” he asked, shaking his head.

The portal widened.

"Nope," he said, glancing around to make sure he wasn’t dreaming.

Murphy barked harder, backing up and lunging forward in confused bursts.

Ben stood so fast his knee banged the table. He hissed, swore under his breath, then did the only thing his brain offered him that felt even remotely useful: he grabbed the baseball bat from beside the front closet.

It was an aluminum Louisville Slugger he'd kept since college for reasons that had mostly to do with being a guy living alone in a city like Baltimore. He'd never actually had to use it, thankfully. He wasn't even sure he would know how if it came down to it. But having it in his hands made the situation feel one degree less insane.

He moved between Murphy and the thing in the middle of the room.

"Behind me," he told the dog.

Murphy being Murphy, the dog ignored him and kept barking at the portal like it owed him money, or more likely, dog treats.

The crackling ring flared brighter. Shapes moved inside it.

Ben's heart thrashed hard enough to hurt. Every stupid movie he'd ever seen in his life lined up in his head at once, aliens, demons, government experiments, carbon monoxide poisoning. He tightened his grip on the bat and leaned back a little, preparing to swing at whatever crawled through.

But strangely enough, what fell out were three women. Three ridiculously gorgeous women.

They spilled from the circle in a tangle of limbs and black fabric and hit his rug with a heavy, breathless thump. One landed on her side, one on her back, one half across the others before rolling clear. The portal snapped shut behind them with a crack like splitting ice.

Silence hit the room so suddenly it roared. Murphy stopped barking mid-burst and whined. Ben stood frozen, bat half raised, staring at the three unconscious strangers on his floor.

They were beautiful. That registered immediately and against his will, not as a decision but as a blunt fact. All three looked like they'd stepped out of some wildly specific goth fantasy and then been dragged through a war. Their black dresses were torn and muddy. One had pitch-black hair spread over the rug like ink. Another was pale and silver-blonde, taller, with one scraped arm thrown across her stomach. The third had tangled red hair and a body so lush and compact it almost didn't look real outside the context of, say, a very enthusiastic artist's sketchbook.

They were also clearly hurt, or at least exhausted. Their skin was cold and pale under the lamplight. Their breathing was shallow but there. One had a smear of blood near her mouth. Another's bare ankle looked bruised. None of them moved.

He slowly lowered his bat.

"What," Ben said softly, "the hell."

Murphy approached first, because apparently courage in this house belonged entirely to the dog. He trotted to the nearest woman, black-haired, and sniffed carefully at her hand. When she didn't react, he looked back at Ben as if requesting further instructions.

Ben licked his lips. His phone. Right. Obviously his phone.

He set the bat down, though not very far away, and pulled his phone from his pocket. His thumb hit the emergency screen, then he stopped.

How exactly was this call going to go?

Hi, yes, three gorgeous women in torn medieval goth dresses just fell out of a glowing portal into my living room. No, I haven't been drinking. No, I did not kidnap them. Please don't say that like it's the obvious explanation.

He pictured police lights outside, neighbors watching through blinds, somebody taking one look at the scene and deciding he was either a psycho or running the least competent trafficking operation in Maryland.

"Jesus," he muttered as he shoved his phone back into his pocket.

Murphy whined again, nosing at the blonde woman's shoulder.

Ben crouched beside her instead. Up close he could see dirt on her cheek, small cuts along her hands, the fine tremor still running through her body even in unconsciousness. Her eyelashes were pale against skin that looked almost translucent. She was breathing. So were the others. Not dead. That was a good start.

He checked the black-haired woman next, then the redhead. Same story. Breathing, unconscious, freezing cold.

There was no version of Ben that could leave three passed-out women on the rug and stand there debating legal optics for half an hour.

"Okay," he said, mostly to himself. "All right. We are making a series of bad but compassionate choices."

Murphy wagged his tail once, which Ben chose to interpret as support. He slid his arms under the black-haired woman first. She was softer and warmer than he'd expected, lighter too, though not by much. Her head tipped against his shoulder as he stood, long dark hair brushing his arm. The neckline of her torn dress had slipped enough to make gentlemanly eye contact with the opposite wall necessary.

Ben carried her upstairs to his bedroom and laid her on top of the comforter as carefully as he could. She didn't wake, but only made a small tired sound and turned her face into the pillow.

He went back down for the blonde. Murphy followed him up and down the stairs like an anxious nurse.

The blonde was a little taller, all cool skin and slender length, though her body still had plenty of curve under the ruined dress. Ben tried very hard not to notice this while carrying a mysterious unconscious woman through his house. He settled her beside the first.

Then he returned for the redhead. This one was built in a way that made the situation feel actively unfair. Shorter than the other two but lush all over, with wide hips and the kind of chest that made his eyes attempt treason. He looked away, got his arms under her, and nearly lost his grip when she mumbled something unintelligible and grabbed a fistful of his shirt.

"Yeah, okay," he whispered, because for some reason whispering seemed right. "I got you."

He carried her upstairs too. By the time all three women were laid out across his bed, Ben was breathing harder than he should have been, not entirely from the stairs. Murphy hopped up beside them and began sniffing each one with solemn dedication, tail swishing.

"No,” Ben said. “Get off and let them sleep."

Murphy reluctantly got down.

Ben stood at the foot of the bed and looked at the three women lying there in torn black dresses, spread across his very normal comforter under the warm yellow light of his very normal bedroom lamp, and his whole life tilted sideways.

He had wanted a quiet weekend. Now there was a portal burn on his living room rug, pasta getting cold downstairs, and three unconscious goth women in his bed who had arrived through what appeared to be actual magic.

His phone was still in his pocket. He pulled it out and looked down at it, then at them, then back toward the doorway.

Calling the cops still felt impossible. Calling a friend felt worse somehow. Nobody in his life would believe this until they saw it, and once they saw it, then what? Viral video? News vans? Government people in black windbreakers? He scrubbed a hand over his face.

"Okay," he said to the room. "New plan. I guess I keep you alive until one of you wakes up and explains why my living room just became a deleted scene from a rather strange movie."

The black-haired woman did not answer. The blonde slept on. The redhead muttered something that might have been a threat or a prayer.

Murphy made a little huff and leaned against Ben's leg.

Ben looked at the bed, at the women, at the dog, and finally at the open bedroom door like maybe the rest of the evening was out there waiting to apologize. It was not.

Downstairs, faint but unmistakable, something in the living room gave a brittle little pop. Like static.

Ben's head turned sharply toward the stairs. Then a thin ribbon of blue-white light slid under the edge of his bedroom door.


Chapter three


Ben stared at the thin ribbon of light under the bedroom door for half a second, then grabbed the bat again.

Murphy let out a low woof and planted himself near Ben's shin.

"Yeah," Ben muttered. "This is definitely not ideal."

He looked back at the bed. The three women had not moved. The black-haired one lay on her side with one hand curled near her throat. The blonde was flat on her back, breathing shallow and even. The redhead had somehow managed to sprawl diagonally across a quarter of the mattress like she owned the place already.

If something downstairs had come through after them, he could not exactly leave them up here defenseless while he hid in the bathroom and googled what to do in a home invasion by wizard.

He moved to the door, eased it open, and peered into the hall. More blue-white light flickered from downstairs, weak and unsteady now, washing the lower wall by the staircase in a ghostly pulse. It was not bright enough to look dangerous, but that did not mean a thing.

"Stay," he whispered to Murphy.

Murphy immediately followed him into the hall. Ben sighed once and started down the stairs with the bat in both hands.

The light was coming from the living room rug, or what was left of the exact spot where the portal had opened. The fibers in a neat circle had gone black and glossy, fused together like something had kissed them with a blowtorch. Little threads of light still crawled across it, fading in and out with soft crackling noises.

His pasta sat untouched on the coffee table, a very normal bowl in a very abnormal room. Ben stayed back a few feet and watched the burned circle. Nothing rose out of it. No demon hand. No more women. No tiny medieval priest bent on continuing a conversation.

Murphy came up beside him and sniffed at the air, ears pricked.

"Absolutely not," Ben told the dog, hooking a hand under Murphy's collar before he could get closer.

The circle gave one more brittle pop. A spark jumped, skated over the rug, and died. Then it was just a scorched patch of carpet. Ben waited anyway. After a full minute, he lowered the bat a little.

"Okay," he said softly. "Great, excellent. I love that."

His heart was still pounding too hard, but now that the immediate possibility of fresh horrors seemed to be shrinking, practical problems started arriving one after another.

The rug was burned. That was fine, rugs could be replaced. Three unconscious women were upstairs in his bed. That was much less fine than a burned rug.

They were filthy, bruised, underdressed for the weather, and had dropped out of what sure looked like a portal from another world. He could keep saying the sentence in his head and it did not become more reasonable.

He looked at his phone again. No, still no cops. Especially not Baltimore cops.

He unlocked the screen and scrolled to his contacts instead. Nate would answer, probably. Nate had seen him through bad birthdays, apartment floods, one truly catastrophic blind date, and the hollow year after his parents died when Ben had mostly gone to work and come home and stared at walls. If anybody had earned emergency call privileges, it was Nate.

Ben tapped the contact, then stopped before it could ring. What was he supposed to say?

Hey man, weird question, if three unconscious goth women teleport into your house, is there a legal process for that?

He pictured the silence on the other end. Then the laugh. Then concern. Real concern. Not because Nate thought Ben was pranking him, but because he would think Ben had finally cracked under spreadsheets and loneliness and whatever else had been stacking up quietly for years.

Ben canceled the call.

"Nope," he said to the empty room. "No friend in the world is believing this one."

Murphy looked up at him as if to say that was obvious.

The smell of garlic and lemon from the pasta had gone cool and sad. Ben realized suddenly that he was starving, shaky, and operating on pure adrenaline. That was how people made stupid choices. More stupid choices, anyway.

He set the bat within reach against the couch and went into the kitchen. Murphy shadowed him, still alert. Ben filled a big mixing bowl with water, grabbed a couple clean dish towels, then hesitated and added the first-aid kit from under the sink. He opened the freezer, found a bag of peas, and took that too.

His own movements started calming him down. Water. Towels. Basic supplies. The kind of things you did when somebody was hurt and no one else was there to handle it.

Back upstairs, he set everything on the dresser and looked at the bed again. It was not exactly ideal nursing conditions. Three strangers took up nearly all the space, black dresses torn high at the thighs and low at the sleeves, long hair spread over his pillows. He was trying very hard to be decent while his brain kept insisting on noticing that they were all distractingly beautiful. The redhead's dress had split at one side almost to the hip. The black-haired woman's neckline had shifted enough to reveal lush pale curves that made him glance away immediately and feel a bit like a perv. The blonde looked somehow elegant while unconscious, which felt unfair on a separate level.

"All right," Ben murmured. "Medical professionalism. We don't have any, but we're improvising here."

He started with the easiest thing. Wet towel, gentle wipe to the face and hands. Mud came away first, then streaks of old blood. None of the cuts looked deep. Scrapes, mostly. Thorn scratches and scraped knees from hard falls. The black-haired one had a bruise forming along her forearm. The blonde had dirt ground into one knee and a shallow cut there. The redhead's palms were badly scraped, like she'd gone down on gravel or rock.

When he touched the blonde's wrist to clean it, she twitched and made a soft sound in the back of her throat. Ben froze.

"Sorry," he whispered.

She settled again.

Murphy stuck his nose near the edge of the mattress and sniffed each of them in turn with grave concentration. He gave the redhead's foot an especially interested sniff, then sneezed.

Ben huffed out a laugh before he could help it. The sound felt strange in the room, but not bad.

"You are not assisting," he said.

Murphy wagged, unconvinced.

Ben worked slowly. He was careful with their clothes where he could be, tugging fabric into place when it shifted too far, using the towel to clean exposed skin without being creepy about it. It was weird. All of it was incredibly weird. But under the weirdness was a simpler fact: these women had come in scared, hurt, and out cold. For the moment, that was enough.

He cleaned the smear of blood from the black-haired woman's mouth and got a better look at her face.

She was stunning, even exhausted. Sharp brows, full lips, long lashes against pale cheeks. Her black hair was almost blue under the lamp. There was something vivid about her even unconscious, like she would be too much personality for a room once she opened her eyes.

The blonde was different. Finer-featured, almost severe at first glance, until the softness at the corners of her mouth changed the whole impression. She had a long pale neck and silvery hair so light it caught gold from the lamp.

The redhead looked dangerous in a way that made no sense while she was asleep. Freckles dusted her nose. Her mouth was full and faintly annoyed even at rest. When he lifted one scraped hand to dab antiseptic over it, she tightened her fingers around his for a second with surprising strength.

Ben's breath caught. Her eyes did not open, and after a moment she let go.

"Okay," he said quietly. "Maybe not dead. That’s always good."

He found an old fleece throw in the hall closet upstairs and spread it over all three of them as best he could. It barely covered the black-haired woman's shoulders and the redhead's legs at the same time, but it was something. Then he sat on the edge of the desk chair in the corner and tried to think.

The hospital was impossible. Police were impossible. Friends were impossible. Internet searches felt like a great way to put "portal accident" into some algorithm forever. He could, maybe, call an urgent care and start asking wildly suspicious questions about unexplained unconsciousness, but that still led straight back to authorities and paperwork and answers he did not have.

So his options were, apparently, keep watch and wait for the women from magic to wake up. Ben leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and scrubbed both hands over his face. He had not felt this sharply alone in a long time.

Usually his life was manageable in the boring adult sense. Work sucked, but he paid the mortgage. He bought groceries. He texted friends back only slightly too late. He took Murphy to the vet. He made lasagna when he was stressed and cleaned the kitchen while it baked. It was not glamorous, but it held together.

This was different. No parents to call, not that he had had that option in years. No older sibling. No hidden grown-up to hand the problem to. Just him, in gym shorts, in a bedroom full of unconscious impossibilities.

Murphy hopped up onto the chair with his front paws and pressed his chin to Ben's knee.

Ben scratched behind his ear automatically. "Good talk."

He forced himself up and went back downstairs. He ate the pasta standing at the kitchen counter because leaving it there any longer felt insulting. It was still good, if a little clumped, and the normality of chewing actual dinner while three mystery women slept upstairs made the whole night loop around into absurd enough that he almost laughed again.

He filled a glass with water, brought it upstairs, then thought better of one glass and returned for two more. He set all three on the nightstand and dresser like a hotel staff member preparing for the strangest check-in in Baltimore.

After that he found one of his old college hoodies in a drawer and laid it across the foot of the bed. He had no idea why. Maybe because if they woke up cold and scared, more fabric could not hurt. Maybe because doing things felt better than sitting still.

By midnight the house had gone quiet again. Ben changed into sleep pants, kept his T-shirt on, and dragged the desk chair closer to the bed. He left the lamp on low. The bat stayed propped beside the nightstand, close enough to grab if this somehow turned into a second terrible idea.

Murphy curled on the floor near the bedroom door, still keeping one eye half open. Ben watched the women sleep.

He told himself he was monitoring their breathing. Mostly he was. But he was also trying to make reality fit around them. Their dresses really did look handmade, just in a way no costume shop could pull off. Strange stitching. Heavy dark fabric. Little bits of silver thread. Dirt from somewhere that definitely was not his living room. The scratches on their hands were real. The exhaustion in their faces was real.

Whatever they were, wherever they had come from, they had not meant to land here in any graceful way.

The black-haired woman shifted first, just a little. Her brow furrowed. One hand slipped free of the blanket. Then the blonde turned her face toward the lamp and whispered something too soft for him to catch. The redhead kicked at the blanket, muttered in a language Ben had never heard before, then went still again.

Ben straightened in the chair. His pulse picked up. Not fear exactly. Anticipation, maybe, with fear inside it.

He looked at the bedroom door, the windows, the sleeping women, the dog, and finally the bat. Then he reached over and pushed the bat farther away instead of closer. That didn’t feel right anymore.

"All right," he said under his breath, to them or himself or maybe both. "When you wake up, let's try this the easy way."

The black-haired woman took in a shallow breath, and her fingers curled against his blanket.


Chapter four


Ben must have drifted off in the chair at some point, because the first thing he knew was Murphy making a sound halfway between a whine and a very offended huff.

Ben jerked awake. Gray morning light pressed around the edges of the blinds. His neck ached. One arm had gone numb. For one stupid, merciful second he thought he had fallen asleep watching some weird movie and forgotten to turn the TV off.

Then he saw the bed. All three women were awake. Ben sat up too fast in the chair and nearly kicked the nightstand.

The black-haired woman was already upright against his headboard with the blanket gathered around her chest like a queen tolerating bad accommodations. Her blue eyes were open and painfully clear, fixed on him with bright interest. The pale blonde stood barefoot near the dresser, one hand resting on the wood as she studied the lamp, the alarm clock, and the framed photo of Ben holding Murphy at the park. The redhead was crouched on the mattress on her knees, hair wild around her shoulders, staring at Murphy as he wagged his tail at her from the floor.

Nobody was screaming or attacking him. They didn’t seem especially alarmed, which somehow made Ben more alarmed.

The redhead looked over first. Green eyes, sharp and alive. "You're awake too."

"Uh, yeah," Ben said. “I live here.”

That made the black-haired woman smile. It changed her whole face. "Wonderful. Then we found the correct man."

Ben blinked. "The correct man?"

"Probably," the redhead said with a shrug.

The blonde turned from the dresser and looked at him fully. There was caution there, but no fear that he could see. Mostly she looked tired and curious. "Did you carry us here?"

"Yeah," Ben replied.

"All three of us?" she asked.

"Also yes," he said.

The black-haired woman glanced at the redhead. "I told you the gods wouldn't send us to someone useless."

"That was not my objection," the blonde said.

Murphy, thrilled with the amount of new attention available, trotted up to the bed and put his front paws on the mattress. The redhead laughed, an abrupt bright sound, and scratched behind his ears.

"What sort of creature is this?" she asked.

"Dog," Ben said automatically. "His name's Murphy."

The three women turned to look at him at once.

"Dog," the black-haired woman repeated as if tasting the word.

Murphy leaned harder into the redhead's hand, proving the concept.

The blonde's expression softened. "He's lovely."

"Trust me, he knows," Ben said.

The black-haired woman pulled the blanket a little tighter and looked around the room with open fascination. Her gaze lingered on the lamp. On the vent in the wall. On the digital clock. On the shut bedroom door. "Where are we?"

Ben opened his mouth, then closed it again. He had not actually prepared a clean answer to that because his original plan had been panic, then triage, then maybe another panic.

"You're in Baltimore," he said. "Maryland. United States."

The redhead frowned. "That explains none of those words."

"Yeah," Ben said. "Okay, that’s fair."

The black-haired woman studied him another second, then nodded as if something had been confirmed. She threw the blanket aside and stood up on the bed.

Ben looked away on pure reflex, then accidentally looked back because there was no chance in hell of missing that much woman standing in his bed in a torn black dress that barely qualified as structural. She had pitch-black hair to mid-back, bright blue eyes, and an hourglass figure that made his brain short out like bad wiring. Mud streaked one calf. There was still a scrape on her forearm. She did not seem to care about any of it.

She stepped down from the bed as gracefully as if she had entered the room by invitation instead of via portal-related collapse.

"My name is Raven," she said. "My companions are Luna and Sage."

She indicated the blonde, then the redhead. Sage gave him a short nod while still petting Murphy. Luna dipped her head with a kind of formal reserve.

Ben realized they were waiting.

"Ben," he said. "Benjamin Ford. Everybody calls me Ben."

Raven walked straight up to him until there was maybe a foot of space left between them. Up close, she was even more distracting. Not just beautiful. Present, like she had decided the room was worth inhabiting and now it had to deal with that. She searched his face as if comparing him to something she had expected.

"You're the one that's supposed to protect us, right?" she asked.

Ben stared at her.

Across the room Sage brightened. "There it is. I told you he had the look."

"The look?" Ben said.

Sage shrugged. "Safe. Broad shoulders. A house, a dog. This is all very promising."

Luna gave Sage a look that suggested this was not her preferred method of diplomacy. Then she turned back to Ben. "We asked for sanctuary. We called on gods old and new. We opened a gate and were sent here."

Raven nodded, still studying him. "So yes, that settles it. You're the one."

Ben let out one slow breath. He was standing in his own bedroom, in yesterday's T-shirt, trying to process being assigned a destiny before coffee.

"I think," he said carefully, "there may be a misunderstanding."

Sage slid off the bed and joined them, all red hair and attitude and impossible curves under that torn dress. "Were you hunting us?"

"Uh, no," Ben said.

"Did you hand us over while we slept?" Sage asked.

"No."

"Did you clean my hands?" She held them up. The scrapes had definitely been treated.

Ben hesitated. "Yeah."

Sage spread her arms as if that settled the matter. "You see? Protecting. It’s as simple as that."

Raven's mouth twitched toward a smile.

Ben rubbed at his face. "Okay, look. Before we get too far into assigning me duties by magical committee, maybe somebody should tell me what the hell is going on."

That, at least, they seemed willing to do. The story came in pieces, interrupted by Murphy insisting on introductions and by the women repeatedly getting distracted by ordinary objects in the room.

Villagers. Torches. A murderous priest. Running through the woods in fear. A hill with a circle of old stones. A spell cast in desperation. A gate opened to anywhere safe at the last moment.

While Luna explained the mechanics in a way Ben only partially understood, Raven wandered to the lamp and touched the switch. The light clicked on. She jerked her hand back, then stared, delighted.

"It obeys instantly," she exclaimed.

"Of course it does," Ben said. “It’s a lamp.”

She clicked it off. On. Off. On again. "Yes. An obedient lamp."

Sage had moved on to the alarm clock, frowning at the glowing numbers like they had personally insulted her. "Why does this box know the hour?"

"Because that's its whole job."

"That seems rather arrogant," she said as she set it back on the nightstand.

Luna ignored them and kept talking, though even she kept glancing at the vent in the wall whenever the heat came on. "We could not choose a destination precisely. There wasn't enough strength left. So we asked for safety. Somewhere those that hunted us could not follow."

"And you got Baltimore," Ben said.

Raven looked over. "Is that bad?"

Ben shrugged. "Depends on the neighborhood, I guess."

Sage snorted.

The ease of that surprised him. So did the fact that they were not acting like lost victims. Tired, yes. Scraped up, definitely. But there was steel under all of it. And humor, weirdly enough.

They were also, and there was no dancing around it, total goth babes. Not the mall kind. Not costume-party gothic. Old black dresses, silver charms, dark nails, hair that looked naturally dramatic, and the kind of pale beauty that made his very normal bedroom feel underdressed.

"Can I ask a possibly stupid question?" Ben said.

Raven smiled. "Go right ahead."

"You're witches, right?" he asked

"Yes," Luna said.

"Actual witches."

"Yes," Sage said.

Ben nodded once. "Great. Terrible for my understanding of reality, helpful for clarity."

Raven's eyes drifted to the nightstand and the three glasses of water waiting there. "What is that?"

"Water," Ben said.

She rolled her eyes "I know what water is."

Ben pointed. "Drinking water for all three of you. It’s filtered and clean."

That got all three of them moving. They took the glasses and drank like people who had spent a week in a desert. Ben watched them down the water and tried to keep his eyes from wandering too far, especially since their dresses left very little uncovered.

When they were done, Raven handed him the empty glass and said, with deep sincerity, "You may be the finest man alive."

"Uh, thanks,” Ben said. “But let's not get ahead of ourselves."

Sage had crossed to the bedroom door by then. She opened it, peered into the hall, and then looked back at him. "May we see the rest of your manor?"

Ben should probably have said no. He should have kept them contained, gotten more answers, figured out whether they were dangerous, called somebody, done something remotely adult and strategic.

Instead he heard himself say, "Try not to curse anything expensive."

"How will we know?" Raven asked.

"Honestly, you won't. Just follow me."

They came downstairs behind him, all three barefoot, all three peering around like travelers on another planet. Ben was hyperaware of the state of his house all at once. The shoes by the door. The unfolded throw blanket on the couch. The scorched circle in the rug. The bowl he had left in the sink. None of it felt ready for inspection by magical refugees.

Murphy trotted ahead like a tour guide. The women gasped in shock when they saw the living room.

Raven went straight to the TV and touched the dark screen with two fingertips. Luna crouched by the burned mark on the rug, studying it with a grave expression. Sage stood under the ceiling light, looking up.

Ben hit the switch. All three of them jumped.

Sage threw a hand up so fast he thought for one wild second she was about to blast his fixture off the ceiling. Raven laughed instead, hand over her mouth, eyes huge.

"Again," she said.

Ben turned it off. On.

Raven clapped once, delighted. Luna actually smiled, small and startled. Sage narrowed her eyes at the bulb.

"You trapped daylight in glass," she said in a suspicious voice.

"Pretty much," Ben said, as he didn’t feel like explaining electricity yet.

"That's obscene," Sage said, with clear approval. “It usually takes a somewhat powerful spell for that. It seems in your palace it is commonplace.”

Then Luna discovered the thermostat. Then Raven found the microwave and demanded to know why a little metal box had numbers on it and a window but no fire. Then Sage walked into the kitchen, looked around, and asked where the washing basin was.

Ben showed them the sink first, which interested them for about four seconds before he turned on the faucet full blast.

Raven yelped and leaned back laughing. Luna stepped in close, mesmerized by the steady stream. Sage stuck her hand under it and looked offended on behalf of every bucket she'd ever lifted.

"It just comes out?" she asked.

"Yeah," Ben said

"Here, inside the house?"

"Yep."

Luna looked at him with something bordering on reverence. "You live like royalty."

Ben almost choked. His kitchen had one sticky cabinet hinge and an oven that heated unevenly. "Trust me, I do not."

The bathroom hit them even harder. He showed them the light first, because he had learned that much about them. Then the sink. Then the toilet, which led to a long, stunned silence.

Sage recovered first. "You mean to tell me people do their business in the house."

"Yes," Ben said.

"And the waste goes away," she said, glancing at him.

"Also yes," Ben said.

"Where?" she asked.

"Into pipes." Ben tried to use his hands to explain. “Pipes that go underground and carry it far away. Then it’s treated and cleaned up.”

Raven put both hands on the sink and stared at him through the mirror. "Ben."

"Yeah?"

"If you are lying to impress us, now is the time to stop," she said.

He laughed before he could stop himself. "I'm not lying. Look, this world’s technology is just far more advanced than yours was."

Ben shrugged. “We’re just clean.”

Then he showed them the shower. That took a while.

Luna stepped into the tub in her torn dress and looked up at the showerhead like it might descend and crown her. Raven reached past the curtain and turned the handle an inch. Water sprayed. All three squealed and backed up into one another in a tangle of limbs and black fabric.

Murphy, who had followed them to the bathroom door, barked once as if this was his favorite thing that had ever happened. Ben leaned against the frame, grinning despite himself.

Raven pushed wet hair out of her face and turned to him, smiling wide and pretty. "I like your house."

Something in his chest shifted at that. Small, but real.

He looked at the three of them, muddy and bruised and fascinated by plumbing, standing in his bathroom like it was a temple of minor miracles. He looked at Murphy wagging his tail in the doorway. He looked at the ordinary white tile and the shower curtain he'd meant to replace six months ago.

This was not normal. It was not safe in any larger, life-planning sense. It raised about a hundred questions involving law enforcement, medicine, paperwork, neighbors, and whether interdimensional guests needed immunizations.

But in the smallest immediate sense, one thing had become clear: They were here. They were tired. They were looking at him like he had been sent on purpose.

Ben exhaled slowly. "All right."

Luna looked up. "All right what?"

"All right, you can stay here for now," Ben said.

The words landed with more weight than he expected. Raven went still. Sage's expression changed first, some hidden tension loosening at the edges. Luna's shoulders dropped a fraction.

Ben lifted a hand before anyone could turn it into a ceremony. "Temporarily. Until we figure things out. Basic ground rules apply, okay? No murdering anyone. No setting the house on fire. No weird curses on the mailman."

Sage shrugged. "I think that’s reasonable, for now at least."

Raven stepped carefully out of the bathroom, stepped up to him again, and searched his face in that direct unsettling way of hers.

"You will protect us," she said as if confirming it.

Ben thought about saying something cautious, lawyerly, and noncommittal. Instead he looked at the bruises on their arms, the tears in their dresses, the dirt still under their nails from whatever world had tried to burn them out of it.

"Yeah," he said. "I will. I’ll do my damndest, okay?"

Raven smiled like the answer pleased some part of her she had been holding shut all night.

Then Sage glanced down at herself and tugged at one ripped side of her dress. "Good. Because if I'm staying in this world, I need different clothes before my ass fully escapes."

Raven looked at her, then at Ben, then down at her own torn neckline. Luna glanced toward the shower again, thoughtful now.

Ben followed all three lines of thought at once and realized the next problem had arrived right on schedule. He had three witches in his house, no explanation anyone would believe, and absolutely nothing for them to wear except whatever was currently in his closet.

He looked at the women. They looked at him. Murphy sneezed.

Ben rubbed the back of his neck. "Okay. New mission."


Chapter five


Ben looked from Raven's torn neckline to Sage's ripped skirt to Luna's muddy hem and accepted that clothing had just become an emergency.

"So," he said, leaning one shoulder against the bathroom doorframe, "I have exactly zero women's clothes in this house. Shocking, I know. My glamorous secret life has been exposed."

Raven tilted her head. "You don't keep spare gowns for wandering women?"

"I used to, but storage got tricky," Ben said.

That earned him a smile. Sage just looked down at herself again, then gave a disgusted little tug at the shredded side of her dress.

"I liked this one," she said. "It made my hips look excellent."

Ben's eyes betrayed him for a second. Sage caught it instantly.

"They still do," she said, smug.

He cleared his throat. "Right. Good. Fantastic. Anyway, before we get into wardrobe failures, does anybody need food? Water helped, but you all look like you haven't eaten since the Black Plague."

Luna frowned slightly. "What is a plague made of if it has a color?"

Ben sighed. "Never mind. The point is, are you hungry?"

"Yes," Raven said.

"Very," Luna said.

"I could bite someone," Sage said.

Ben nodded. That, at least, was a problem he knew how to solve. "Alright, let’s go to the kitchen. Nobody cast anything at the toaster."

"The what?" Raven asked.

"You'll see."

He led them downstairs again, Murphy weaving excited circles around everyone's legs as if breakfast had become a group event. Ben had to gently steer Sage away from walking directly into the living room side table because she was still looking up at the ceiling light like she expected it to reveal more secrets.

The kitchen suddenly felt a lot smaller with three beautiful women in torn black dresses standing inside it, plus a dog, plus Ben trying very hard to seem like this was all under control.

It was not under control. But he could make sandwiches. Sandwiches were civilization.

"Have a seat," he said, pointing toward the small table in the breakfast nook.

Raven sat immediately, folding herself into the chair with lazy grace. Luna sat more carefully and ran her fingertips over the wood of the tabletop like she was cataloging the polish. Sage remained standing a moment longer, eyeing the refrigerator.

"It hums," she said.

"Yeah,” Ben said. “That's normal."

"Is something trapped inside it?" she asked.

Ben shrugged. "Mostly leftovers."

That was apparently reassuring enough. She sat down too.

Ben opened cabinets, mentally inventorying supplies. Bread, yes. Peanut butter, yes. Grape jelly, yes. He could cook them something better later, but right now speed mattered. Food first, then explanations after. Raven watched every movement.

"You are very calm about this," she said after a moment.

"I'm making lunch for three women who fell out of a glowing hole in my living room," Ben said. "I wouldn't call this calm. I'd call it choosing the next useful thing before my brain catches up and starts screaming."

Luna studied him with that quiet, intent look of hers. "That seems wise."

"Thanks,” Ben said. “I get that from years of office work and emotional repression."

None of them understood that, which was probably for the best. He set the bread out on the counter and reached for a knife. Raven rose from her chair at once and moved closer.

"May I watch?" she asked.

Ben looked at her. "Sure. I'm making sandwiches, not performing surgery."

"Yes, but still," she said.

He shrugged. "Sure."

That brought the others too. A second later he had all three lined up along the counter beside him, peering at the ingredients with complete seriousness.

Luna pointed at the peanut butter jar. "What is that?"

"Peanut butter," Ben said.

Sage wrinkled her nose. "That explains nothing."

Ben shrugged. "It's... ground peanuts, basically."

Raven blinked. "You pulverize nuts into a paste and eat it on purpose."

"When you say it like that, it sounds less convincing."

He unscrewed the jar and held it out. Raven leaned in first and sniffed. Her eyes widened.

"Oh," she said. "That's lovely."

Luna took a careful smell next, then looked surprised. Sage gave it a suspicious sniff like she expected trickery, then shrugged.

"I've smelled worse," she said.

Ben laughed under his breath and opened the jelly. "This is grape jelly."

Raven sniffed that too and made a happy little sound. "That one smells sinful."

"Good," Ben said. "Then you're really going to enjoy lunch."

He made six sandwiches because it seemed smart to assume one each would not cut it. The witches watched the whole process like he was demonstrating sacred craft. Bread down. Peanut butter spread. Jelly over that. Top slice on. Cut diagonal, because he had standards.

Sage watched the knife. "You cut them after making them."

"Yes," he said.

"Why?" she asked, crossing her arms beneath her full breasts.

"Well, because triangles taste better."

She stared at him. "You're making that up."

Ben smiled. "Okay, maybe a little."

Raven laughed softly. Luna's mouth twitched toward a smile. It was the first time Ben had seen all of them look even slightly settled, and the sight did something good to him.

He plated the sandwiches, added a handful of potato chips to each plate on instinct, then paused. The chips might be too much too fast. On the other hand, he'd already introduced electricity and indoor plumbing this morning. Potato chips could take their turn.

He set the plates on the table and handed them glasses of water.

"All right," he said. "Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. PB and J. One of the least glamorous foods in America, but a strong performer."

Raven looked delighted by the color contrast alone. Luna picked up half a sandwich delicately, examining the grape jelly shining at the edge.

Sage just bit hers. She froze. Ben watched her chew. Her eyes narrowed. Then widened. Then narrowed again as if she resented how good it was.

"Well?" Raven asked.

Sage swallowed. "Annoyingly excellent."

That was enough for Raven to bite into hers as well. She made a startled sound low in her throat and closed her eyes for a second.

"Oh, gods," she said. “This is incredible.”

Luna tried hers last, slower than the other two, and then took a much larger second bite.

For a full minute there was no talking. Just the very satisfying silence of hungry people discovering an easy food they loved. Murphy sat beside Ben's leg, staring with the intensity of a man outside a bakery in winter.

"No," Ben told him quietly.

Murphy sighed with dramatic suffering.

Raven licked a spot of jelly from her thumb and looked at Ben like he had personally reinvented mercy. "You made this in less than a minute."

"Closer to three, but yeah," Ben said.

"In my village, if a person could feed three people this quickly, we'd assume they were either blessed by spirits or cheating." She gave a smirk, then took another bite.

Ben sat down with his own sandwich at last. "Here it usually means somebody had a rough childhood and learned to fend for himself."

The line came out lighter than the truth sitting underneath it. He almost wished he could take it back, but the room had already shifted. Just a little.

Luna's gaze lifted to his face. "You lived alone long before now."

Ben took a bite to give himself a second. "Not this house. But yeah. Since I was nineteen, mostly."

None of them spoke right away. It was not an awkward silence, but it was there.

Raven set her sandwich down. "You took us in anyway."

He shrugged, because he didn't know what else to do with that. "You needed help."

Sage looked at him over the rim of her water glass. Some of the teasing had gone out of her face. "A lot of men say they protect women. Usually they mean until it's inconvenient."

Ben met her eyes. "You came into the room unconscious. I don't think inconvenience is really on the table anymore."

Sage held his gaze another second, then gave one of her little shrugs. But it was softer than before. "Fair."

Raven reached for a second sandwich. "Well. If the gods sent us to a practical orphan who cooks, I suppose they were feeling generous."

Ben snorted into his lunch. "That might be the weirdest compliment I've ever gotten."

"I meant it kindly," Raven said.

"I know," Ben replied.

They kept eating. The chips turned into another revelation. Sage bit into one and looked offended by the noise. Luna asked why fried slices of potato existed when potatoes already had a perfectly good form. Raven said if this world could make salty little crunching miracles and obedient lamps, perhaps it deserved more trust than she had initially given it.

Ben shook his head. "Careful. That's how they get you. Today it's potato chips. Tomorrow you're paying for six streaming services and arguing with customer support."

Luna paused. "What is customer support?"

Ben took a long breath. "A future misery."

By the time the last sandwich was gone, all three witches looked less like cornered animals and more like women who had enough strength to start being themselves again. Color had come back into their faces. Raven had folded one leg beneath her chair and was chatting about absolutely nothing with cheerful confidence. Luna kept turning her glass in her hands, fascinated by how smooth and thin it was. Sage stole a chip from Ben's plate without asking and looked like she dared him to object.

He let her have it. Then, he asked the question that had been waiting in the back of his mind.

"So," he said, leaning back a little. "What are you all planning on doing, now that you’re here?"

Raven and Luna both looked at Sage. Sage, mouth full of stolen chip, shrugged.

She swallowed. "Ben needs to figure that out. Not me."

He stared at her. "Uh, excuse me?"

"You heard me," Sage said, grabbing another chip from Luna’s plate.

Raven rested her chin in her hand, amused. "She isn't wrong."

Luna spoke more gently. "We do not know this place. We do not know its rules, or its dangers, or how one lives here without being noticed. You do."

"That's not the same as me having a plan," I said.

Sage spread both hands. "And yet you're still the one with the house."

Ben sighed. There it was. The practical problem he had been mostly outrunning since the portal opened. Food was easy, and shelter for one night was easy enough. But after that?

Three women with no papers, no money, no clothes, no understanding of modern life, and no way in hell to explain where they'd come from.

He glanced toward the front window without meaning to. Daylight. Neighbors. Cars outside. The rest of the block carrying on as usual while his kitchen hosted an interdimensional refugee crisis.

"If anybody sees you like this," he said, gesturing to the dresses, "questions start immediately. If I call anybody official, questions get worse. If I put you in my car and try to take you shopping, same problem. So one option just closed."

Luna's expression tightened. "So, we remain hidden."

Ben nodded. "For now, yeah."

Raven considered that, then pursed her lips. "Then hidden we shall be."

Sage popped the last chip into her mouth. "I hate being hidden."

"I know,” Raven agreed. “But we’re still going to do it."

Ben got up and started clearing plates because motion helped him think. Raven stood up to help, collecting glasses before he could stop her. Luna reached for the napkins. Sage grabbed the empty chip bag and looked at it suspiciously, as if she had not yet decided whether it counted as trash or evidence of sorcery.

"You don't have to clean up," Ben said to them.

Raven looked at him. "You fed us. We can carry dishes three feet."

Ben shrugged. "Okay. Fair enough."

For a strange second the kitchen felt almost normal. Four people tidying after lunch. Dog underfoot, water running in the sink, sun through the back window. If he ignored the dresses and the fact that they had almost certainly fought off a witch-burning mob less than a day ago, it might have passed for something domestic.

That was probably the dangerous part. How quickly the impossible could start fitting itself into a routine. Ben rinsed a plate and made up his mind.

"Okay," he said. "Here's the plan for the next few hours. You three stay inside. I will show you how the shower works without causing structural damage. Then, I’ll dig through my drawers and closets for anything wearable. T-shirts, probably. Maybe shorts if we're lucky, though no promises there."

Sage looked down at her hips and laughed once. "Your shorts would die in battle."

“Yeah,” Ben said. "That was also my concern."

Raven leaned against the counter, studying him again with that direct blue-eyed focus. "You keep deciding we're staying."

Ben set the plate in the drying rack and met her gaze. "Yeah, I do. I want you three to stay here."

It felt bigger saying it out loud this time. Less like temporary triage, more like a choice he was already making repeatedly. Raven's expression softened in a way he hadn't seen yet.

"Well, good," she said.

A moment later, Murphy’s ears perked up. The dog suddenly trotted to the door and gave one sharp bark.

Ben frowned. "What now?"

Then he heard it too: a knock at the front door. Every muscle in his body went tight. All three witches looked at him.

Another knock, louder this time, followed by a muffled voice from the porch. Male. Familiar, maybe, but Ben couldn't make out the words. He set the dish towel down slowly.

"Nobody move," he said cautiously.

Raven's hand had already gone to the silver charm at her throat. Luna went very still. Sage's eyes sharpened with quick bright temper. Ben crossed the living room quietly and glanced through the narrow slit in the curtain.

Craig from work stood on the front steps in a polo shirt and khakis, one hand raised to knock again, smiling like he had every right in the world to be there.

Ben stared at him in disbelief. Of all the fucking people on earth.

Behind him, in the kitchen, Sage called softly, "Ben?"

He kept his eyes on the door and said, very quietly, "You have got to be kidding me."


Chapter six


Ben kept the curtain pinched between two fingers and stared at Craig on the porch like the man had been summoned by stress itself.

Of course it was Craig. Polo shirt tucked in too neatly, office badge still clipped to his belt on a Saturday like he wanted the world to know he was management even in his free time. He had one of those smiles that always looked rehearsed, all teeth and no warmth.

Behind Ben, Murphy gave a questioning huff. Craig knocked again.

"Ben?" he called. "I know your car's here, buddy."

Buddy. Ben almost opened the door just so he could shut it in the bastard’s face.

He turned back toward the kitchen. All three witches were watching him. Raven's fingers still rested on the silver charm at her throat. Luna had gone so still she barely looked like she was breathing. Sage looked ready to bite through drywall.

"My boss," Ben said quietly. "From work."

Sage frowned. "Why is he at your door?"

Ben frowned. "Excellent question."

Craig called again, louder this time. "Hey, man, just wanted to touch base for a sec."

Ben closed his eyes for one second. Touch base, in person? At his house, on a Saturday morning. It took real talent to be this awful.

He looked at the women. Torn dresses, bare feet, magical refugee energy at full volume. There was no version of this that involved Craig seeing them.

"Okay," Ben said, voice low and fast. "New rule. Nobody comes out here. Not one inch. Kitchen or upstairs, your choice. No magic unless the house is on fire or he pulls a knife."

Raven lifted a brow. "Your world allows employers to visit homes uninvited?"

"Not socially, no," Ben said. “Everything about this is just plain terrible.”

"Yeah, he does sound evil," Raven said.

"Thank you," Ben said, then glanced back toward the door.

Craig knocked again. The man was relentless.

Sage crossed her arms. "I can hex him, you know. That would help."

"No,” Ben said. “No hexing my boss."

Sage raised an eyebrow. "You like him that much?"

"I do not like him at all. That's why I need him to leave in a normal way."

Luna glanced toward the stairs. "We will stay out of sight."

Raven leaned closer. "Do you need us to look frightened and helpless while you heroically send him away?"

Ben gave her a flat look. "Please do not make this harder."

Her smile widened. "I make no promises."

He pointed upstairs. "Go upstairs, and do it quietly."

To his relief, they did. Luna moved first, quick and silent. Sage followed with one last murderous look toward the front door. Raven lingered half a second longer, blue eyes on Ben's face.

"You're tense," she said softly.

"Uh, yeah. My boss is on my porch," he replied.

She pursed her full lips for a moment. "Yes, but now it seems like something more."

Ben blew out a breath. "Yeah. It is."

Her expression changed, just a little. Less teasing. "Send him away, then come back to us."

He nodded once. "That's the plan."

Raven slipped toward the stairs. Murphy, after considering his loyalties, stayed with Ben.

Ben opened the front door only as far as necessary and stepped into the gap before Craig could lean around him.

Craig beamed. "There he is."

Ben did not return the smile. "Craig. Why are you here?"

Craig laughed like this was friendly banter. "Straight to it, huh? I was in the neighborhood."

"No, you weren't," Ben said. “You live in Towson.”

"Well," Craig said, adjusting, "close enough. Look, I wanted to have a quick informal conversation. Yesterday you seemed a little checked out."

Ben folded his arms. "I was checked out. It was Friday at five-thirty."

Craig gave another little managerial chuckle. "Right, right. But we need all hands on deck this quarter. I've got concerns about your engagement level."

Ben stared at him. A city bus hissed somewhere down the block. A kid shouted two houses over. The whole neighborhood went on existing while this man stood on Ben's porch trying to optimize his soul.

"You came to my house," Ben said, "to discuss my engagement level."

Craig lifted both palms. "I'm trying to support you here."

Ben shook his head. "No, you're trying to make sure I answer emails this weekend."

Craig's smile thinned. "You've been resistant lately."

"Lately," Ben repeated. "You mean since you started dumping every new deadline on me and calling it a growth opportunity?"

Behind the door Murphy let out a low warning woof, sensing tension if not corporate malpractice.

Craig glanced down. "Everything okay in there?"

"It’s just my dog."

Craig nodded slowly "Ah."

For the first time Ben felt something useful click into place. Not courage exactly, just fatigue reaching a clean enough boil that politeness gave up.

"Listen," he said. "I'm off today. I'm not discussing work on my porch. If you need something, send an email on Monday."

Craig's expression hardened around the edges. "Ben, this attitude is exactly what worries me. People who want to move up don't draw these kinds of boundaries."

Ben almost laughed. The line was so ridiculous it circled around into clarity.

"I don't want to move up," he said.

Craig blinked. "What?"

“Nope,” Ben said, shaking his head. "I just want to go inside my house and be left alone on a weekend. That's the current career objective."

Craig tried a sympathetic look next, which somehow made him worse. "I think you're letting frustration cloud your judgment."

Ben shrugged. "That’s possible. You showing up at my house on a weekend isn't helping."

For a second Ben thought Craig might actually push harder. He had that look on his face; the one managers got when they believed any room they entered belonged to them by default.

Then something shifted over Ben's shoulder. Just a soft floorboard creak from the stairs inside. Craig's eyes flicked past him.

Ben moved at once, widening his stance to block the view. "Are we done?"

Craig looked at him for a long second, recalculating. "Fine. Monday morning at nine sharp. We'll revisit expectations."

"Can't wait," Ben said.

Craig gave him a brittle nod and walked back down the steps.

Ben shut the door, locked it, and leaned against it with both hands for one full breath. Murphy wagged at him like he had just defeated an invading army.

"Thank you," Ben told the dog. "Your anti-management energy was crucial."

From the stairs, Sage said, "I still think a hex would have been simpler."

Ben looked up. All three witches stood halfway down the staircase, peering at him. Raven had one hand over her mouth, very obviously trying not to laugh. Luna looked concerned. Sage looked disappointed that there had been no violence.

"You were listening," Ben said.

Raven lowered her hand. "He was very loud."

"He was not," Ben said.

"He had the soul of a loud man," Sage said.

That, annoyingly, was true.

Ben rubbed the back of his neck. The adrenaline was still draining out of him in hot unpleasant waves. "Sorry. That was not how I pictured the morning going."

Luna descended a few more steps. "Does he have power over you?"

The question was ugly, mostly because the honest answer was yes, in all the small modern ways that mattered. Money, hours, health insurance. Rent and bills and all the practical choke points of adult life.

"More than I'd like," Ben said.

Raven came the rest of the way down and stopped in front of him. "Then I'm glad you didn't let him inside."

Sage snorted. "I'd have bitten him."

"I believe you," Ben said.

"You should," she said, then smiled in a way that made her look slightly feral.

The tension in the room loosened a bit. Ben pushed off the door and made himself move again before he stood there thinking about Craig all day.

"Right," he said. "Back to the original emergency: bathing and clothing. The glamorous side of interdimensional asylum."

That got them moving.

The shower lesson went better the second time because nobody was half-delirious from portal collapse. Ben showed them the faucet handles, the curtain, the soap, the shampoo, and the towels stacked under the sink. He demonstrated the water temperature with one hand and backed away before things got awkward.

"Important safety note," he said from the bathroom door, "hot means hot. Start lower than you think."

Raven leaned past him to look at the bottles. "And these?"

"Shampoo. Conditioner. Body wash," Ben said.

Sage picked up the body wash and read the label with deep suspicion. "Ocean storm."

"It's a scent," Ben explained.

Sage looked up at him, bottle still in hand. "There is no ocean in this bottle."

"Correct," Ben said.

Luna ran her fingertip over the folded towels. "These are all for us?"

"For now, yeah."

They looked at one another. Then Raven smiled slowly.

"I think we should all go in together," she said.

Ben's brain tripped over that sentence and fell down several stairs.

"You absolutely do not need my permission to, uh, conserve water," he said.

Sage laughed outright. "He's blushing."

"I am not," Ben protested.

"You are a little," Raven said, delighted.

Luna only looked at him, quiet and amused, then gave him a small smile that somehow made it worse.

Ben cleared his throat. "Anyway. I'll find clothes."

He escaped to his bedroom with more dignity than he felt and started digging through drawers.

T-shirts were easy. He had plenty; black, gray, one faded navy, a white one he didn't trust to survive makeup or magic. He held up a few and immediately discarded the smaller ones. Even his looser shirts were going to fit like dresses on them, which was probably fine for inside the house. Better than fine, if he was being honest, and he tried very hard not to continue that thought.

Shorts were hopeless. Maybe Luna could have made a pair work if she tied the drawstring like her life depended on it, but Sage's earlier prediction about battle death seemed accurate.

From the bathroom came the sound of water, then laughter. Bright, loose, overlapping laughter, the kind that came from relief as much as fun.

Ben stopped with a stack of shirts in his hands and listened despite himself.

He could hear Raven saying something too muffled to catch, then Sage's sharper laugh, then Luna making a startled noise that turned into one of her rare clear laughs. The sound did something warm and strange to the whole house. They were safe enough to laugh in the shower. That mattered more to him than he knew what to do with.

Murphy wandered in, sniffed the pile of shirts, and sneezed.

"Yeah," Ben said softly. "It's a lot."

By the time the water shut off, Ben had arranged three T-shirts on the bed. One black, one charcoal gray, one soft heather blue because it was the biggest and looked comfortable. He added clean socks on reflex, then removed them after imagining trying to explain socks to women who had only learned indoor plumbing twenty minutes ago.

A few minutes later Raven called from the hall, "Ben?"

He turned and nearly forgot his own name.

All three witches stood in the doorway in his oversized shirts, hair damp, skin pinked from hot water, legs completely bare. The shirts hung low enough to cover what they needed to cover and not a whole lot more. Raven had the black shirt, which somehow made her look even more like herself. It draped over her curves and clung faintly at the chest where a few drops of water still darkened the fabric. Luna wore the gray and looked soft in a way that surprised him, silver hair loose over her shoulders. Sage had claimed the blue one, and it barely made it over the full sweep of her hips before giving up and becoming an argument.

Sage's mouth curved. "Well?"

Ben put a hand over his face. "I am trying very hard to be respectful."

Raven laughed and crossed the room toward him. "And failing?"

"Managing. Barely."

She smiled. "That still counts."

She stopped right in front of him, close enough that he could smell his own shampoo in her wet black hair, mixed with something warmer that was just her. Her blue eyes searched his face with open curiosity, no shyness in it.

"You've been kind to us," she said. "Fed us. Protected us from your strange porch tyrant. Gave us hot rain inside a room."

"Shower," Ben said automatically.

"Mm. Shower." Her smile deepened. "I like your world better than ours already."

Then she rose onto her toes and kissed him.

It was gentle and brief. Her lips were full and soft, and the kiss was just a small touch between them, but it lit a fire inside his veins. Ben stood there stunned.

Behind Raven, Sage made an approving noise. Luna only smiled at him, quiet and warm, her damp hair over one shoulder.

Raven touched two fingers to his chest. "There. Now you know we're grateful."

Ben let out a breath that almost turned into a laugh. "Good to know my homeowner's policy covers this."

Sage rolled her eyes. "What is a policy?"

"Another future misery," he said, still looking at Raven.

Murphy pushed between their legs, demanding inclusion in whatever emotional event had just occurred. The moment broke into laughter. Ben bent to scratch behind the dog's ears and got himself back together. Sort of.

Sage looked down at herself. "I could get used to this."

Raven glanced at the bed, then back at him. "And where, exactly, are we all sleeping tonight?"

And there it was; the next problem, waiting with a smile. Ben looked at his one bed, his one couch, and the three beautiful women wearing his clothes in his room like they had always belonged there. He had absolutely no good answer.

And judging by the way Raven was watching him, they all knew it.


Chapter seven


Ben looked at the bed, then at the couch downstairs in his mind, then back at the three women standing in his room wearing his shirts like temptation had unionized.

"All right," he said slowly. "Important question. How do you all feel about sleeping arrangements that would get me judged by every grandmother in a three-mile radius?"

Sage leaned one shoulder against the doorframe. "If the answer is the floor, I reject it."

"No, not the floor," he said.

"Good," Sage said with a nod.

Raven sat on the edge of the mattress as if she had been invited to preside over the discussion. "How many sleeping rooms are in this house?"

"One bedroom,” Ben said. “With one bed. I also have one couch, but it's not really sleeper quality unless you're trying to punish somebody."

Luna glanced toward the hallway. "You should take the bed. It is your home."

"That was my first instinct, actually," Ben said. "You three get the bed, I take the couch, and tomorrow I figure out air mattresses or something less stupid."

Sage made a face. "No."

Ben blinked. "No?"

Raven patted the comforter beside her. "This is your room. We're not exiling you from it."

"You're not exiling me,” Ben said. “It's just practical."

Luna stepped fully into the room, gray shirt brushing her thighs. "Practical would be whatever helped us rest. All of us, that is. If you sleep poorly on the couch, you will be tired. You are already tired. That doesn’t sound like practicality to me."

Ben opened his mouth to argue and realized he was, in fact, exhausted down to the bones. It had been the longest Friday of his life, followed by the weirdest Saturday morning of his life, and his body had started keeping score.

Still. There were limits. They were gorgeous but he wasn’t trying to creep on them.

"I appreciate the concern," he said, "but the alternate plan is me climbing into bed with three women I met because they tore a hole in space-time into my living room."

Raven's eyes brightened. "When you say it like that, it sounds romantic."

"It absolutely does not," Ben said, rubbing the bridge of his nose with a thumb and forefinger.

"It does a little," Luna said quietly.

Ben looked at her. She looked back with infuriating sincerity.

Sage shrugged. "You carried us upstairs one by one while we were unconscious. Sharing a mattress seems less intimate than that."

"That was emergency transport," Ben insisted.

"And this is emergency sleeping," Sage said.

He rubbed a hand over his face. There was no winning a group argument against three determined witches, especially when all three of them seemed to have independently decided this was already settled.

Murphy hopped onto the bed and circled twice, then flopped down in the middle with a sigh like he had cast the deciding vote.

Raven spread her hands. "See? Even the dog agrees."

"Traitor," Ben muttered.

Raven tipped her head. "Are men in your world not allowed to sleep beside women without fainting from scandal?"

"Oh, we're allowed,” Ben said. “My specific concern is more... mechanics."

Sage's grin flashed. "You mean you'll be awkward."

"Yes," Ben said. "That is exactly what I mean."

To his annoyance, all three of them looked charmed by that.

Luna came a little closer. "You do not have to be afraid of us."

Ben let out a short laugh. "Afraid is not the word I'd use."

Raven's smile turned wicked. "No?"

He should have dodged. He knew he should have dodged. Instead he said, because honesty had apparently decided tonight was its big night, "You three are very beautiful and I'm trying to be a decent person in the middle of that." They had to be emotionally scarred from what they had just been through, and he didn’t want to take advantage of that.

Raven looked pleased, not smug. Luna's gaze softened. Sage's expression lost some of its teasing and became something more interested.

"Good," Raven said.

Ben frowned. "Good?"

“Yes,” Raven said, giving him a slow smile. "I would be worried if you were blind."

Sage snorted. "Or dead."

"Those are not the only options," Ben said.

"They're the funniest ones," Raven said.

Ben shook his head and gave up on pretending this was becoming normal in any useful sense. "Fine. New compromise: we all sleep in the bed, but fully clothed."

Sage looked down at the oversized shirt that barely covered her. "That phrase is doing a lot of work."

"You know what I mean," Ben said.

"I do," she said, still amused.

Luna nodded once. "Agreed."

Raven lay back against the pillows and smiled at the ceiling. "This is going very well."

Ben escaped long enough to handle the practical things because practical things were his life raft. He took the quickest shower of his life while trying not to think too much. He brushed his teeth. He dug out a clean pair of boxers because sleeping in gym shorts felt weirdly more intimate somehow, as if the extra fabric would only highlight the absurdity. Then he stood in the bathroom staring at himself in the mirror.

"Okay," he told his own reflection. "You are an adult man. You can share a bed without making this weird or creepy or awkward."

The reflection looked unconvinced.

When he came back to the bedroom, the witches were under the blankets. Mostly.

Raven lay on one side near the wall, black hair spread over the pillow. Luna was beside her, composed even when tucked under his comforter in one of his shirts. Sage had somehow claimed the far side and still managed to look like she was breaking rules simply by existing.

They all looked at him when he entered. Ben stopped in the doorway in his boxers and felt about as exposed as if he had walked in naked.

Sage's gaze dropped and came back up slowly. "Well."

"Oh, don't start," Ben said.

"I'm not starting anything," she said. "I'm appreciating the architecture."

Raven laughed into her pillow. Luna looked at him, then away, then back again, clearly trying to be polite and not entirely succeeding.

Ben crossed to the bed with what dignity he could salvage. "Everybody keep your commentary to yourselves."

"No promises," Raven said.

He pulled back the blankets and climbed in carefully, acutely aware of every inch of space and the fact that there were suddenly three warm female bodies sharing his mattress. Murphy took one look at the available real estate, huffed in betrayal, and jumped down to his dog bed in the corner.

"Even he knows this is crowded," Ben muttered.

The mattress dipped as the women shifted around him. Luna settled at his left side, close but not pressed against him. Sage rolled onto her hip on his right, the blanket draped over the curve of it. Raven propped herself up on one elbow near the wall and looked down at him as if this was all very educational.

Ben stared at the ceiling. "This is fine," he said.

"No it isn't," Sage said.

Raven nodded seriously. "It's much more interesting than fine."

Ben exhaled through his nose and folded his hands over his stomach like a man trying to survive a hostage situation politely. For a minute nobody spoke. The room was dim except for the bedside lamp on low. The house had gone quiet around them, settling noises in the walls, distant traffic outside, Murphy making one dramatic little sigh from his bed.

Then Raven said, softer than before, "You're really doing this."

Ben turned his head. Her blue eyes were clear in the lamplight. Less teasing now. More wondering.

"I said you could stay," he replied.

"Many people say things while they still believe they can unsay them later," Raven replied.

He looked at her, then at Luna and Sage, both listening now in the hush of the room. "I'm not unsaying it. I still want you three to stay here."

Luna's fingers, resting on top of the blanket near his arm, eased a little. Sage's sharpness went quieter around the edges. Raven studied his face for another second, then sat up.

Before Ben could ask what she was doing, she took hold of the hem of his black T-shirt, the one she was wearing, and pulled it over her head. Ben forgot how breathing worked.

She let the shirt fall beside the bed without ceremony and settled back under the blanket, now fully naked beneath it, one pale shoulder and the upper curve of one full breast lit by the lamp before the comforter slipped higher. Her hair spilled dark over her skin.

Ben turned his head forward so fast he nearly hurt his neck.

"Raven," he said.

"What?" she asked innocently.

"You cannot just do that."

"I just did," she said with a shrug that made the blanket slip down further.

Sage made a choking sound that was definitely a laugh. Luna covered her mouth, though whether from amusement or secondhand embarrassment he could not tell.

Ben kept his eyes on the ceiling with heroic determination. "Look, you’re all incredibly lovely. I’m just trying to not be a creep, okay?”

Raven shifted closer. He could feel the warmth of her through the blanket now, more direct, more unmistakable. "I trust you," she said.

Her expression was open and trusting, exactly like she'd said, and curious, and maybe a little brave under the boldness.

Ben's voice came out quieter. "You don't have to prove that."

She smiled faintly. "I know."

Luna spoke then, from his other side. "In our world, men looked at us and saw a thing to fear. Or a thing to use quietly and condemn loudly afterward."

Ben turned his head toward her. Luna's silver hair spread over the pillow like pale water. She was looking at the ceiling too, but her face had gone distant. Not gone from him, exactly. Just angled toward somewhere else for a moment.

"They came to us for healing," she said. "For luck in winter. For herbs when their children burned with fever. Then in daylight they crossed the road rather than pass near us. Mothers pulled their sons away. Priests spoke of rot and temptation. Some men smiled when no one was watching. Those were often the worst ones."

Ben felt something hard and ugly move through his chest. Anger, maybe, though it was aimed at people he would never meet. He thought of the torn dresses, the cuts on their hands, the way all three had looked at hot running water as if comfort itself might vanish if they reached for it too quickly.

"That's horrible," he said.

Luna gave a small shrug, but it was not Sage's careless one. She appeared tired. "It was ordinary."

"Well, it shouldn't have been," Ben emphasized.

"No," Luna said, then paused. "So when you fed us and made room for us and looked embarrassed instead of cruel, we took noticed."

Ben swallowed once. The jokes had all gone somewhere else for the moment. On his right, Sage shifted closer too, just enough that he could feel the line of her hip and thigh against his side through the blanket.

"You keep acting like this is some huge burden," she murmured. "From where we're lying, you're doing very well."

He let out a breath. "I have no idea what I'm doing."

Raven reached across Sage and touched his arm. "That makes four of us."

Somehow that helped.

Ben lay there between them, the ridiculousness of the situation still fully intact, but changed now by the quiet around it. They were not just beautiful strangers in his bed. They were women who had been hunted. Women who had landed in his life like a disaster and were still choosing, minute by minute, to trust him.

His attraction to them had never exactly been subtle. He was not made of stone, after all. Raven's mouth, Sage's hips, Luna's long pale grace, all of it had been tormenting him for hours. But lying here, listening to them breathe, feeling the caution under their flirtation, it sharpened into something more protective than hungry.

Still hungry too. He was only human. But not only that.

"Well," he said after a moment, because quiet sincerity had to be broken up before he imploded, "for the record, if anyone asks, this is the world's least efficient hostage situation."

Sage laughed softly against his shoulder. Raven squeezed his arm once. Luna's breath warmed his skin on the other side. Then, because fate had a cruel sense of timing, Ben felt his body react to all of it.

Warm women. Bare skin somewhere under the blanket. Raven pressed against one side, Sage's backside settling against his leg as she adjusted, Luna close enough to smell shampoo and clean skin. He had been trying not to think about it for twenty minutes.

His erection arrived with all the unstoppable dignity of a car alarm.

Ben closed his eyes. "Well, someone else arrived to the party."

Sage turned and looked at the tented sheet over his crotch. "There it is," she said with a slight smile.

Ben sighed. “Ah, I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be weird or anything."

Raven's laugh was soft and delighted, not mocking. "Why are you apologizing?"

"Because this is already complicated enough," he said. “I don’t want any of you to feel like I’m going to take advantage of you. You’re all just very pretty, that’s all.”

Luna turned toward him more fully. He could feel the movement more than see it. "Ben."

Her expression was calm, almost tender. "You are a man in bed with three women you find beautiful. We are not offended by the evidence of that."

Sage grinned. "Honestly, it'd be more insulting if nothing happened."

Ben stared at the ceiling again, cheeks hot. "This is not helping."

Raven smiled, her eyes going to his erection. "I think it's sweet."

Sweet. That was not the word he'd have chosen for the current emergency under the blankets, but hearing it from her somehow drained the shame out of it.

He laughed helplessly. "You people are terrible for my blood pressure."

"We're wonderful for your blood pressure," Sage said. "Other systems may vary."

After a few minutes the embarrassment ebbed enough for Ben to breathe like a normal person again. The bedside lamp still glowed.

"I should turn that off," he murmured.

"I can reach it," Sage said.

She leaned over him, careless of how her heavy breasts hung in the loose-fitting t-shirt right over his face, and clicked the lamp off. Darkness settled over the room, gentle and close.

For a while Ben listened to the small sounds of them settling. Raven's breath on the other side of the bed. Luna shifting the blanket higher. Sage making a quiet contented hum before going still. Raven muttered something to Sage and the two switched places, so that Raven’s warm skin was now pressed against his. Then Raven's hand moved beneath the blanket.

Just once, brief and deliberate, she wrapped her fingers around the hard length of him through his boxers and gave a light squeeze.

Ben's whole body went tight. Was this really happening? How he wanted her to keep going, but he was acutely aware of the situation. He wanted to be respectful, to give them time to adjust to their new surroundings. But also, he really wanted her to continue what she was doing.

She gave his cock another squeeze, then moved her hand gently up and down, pumping it a few times. Ben closed his eyes, feeling the warmth of her huge breasts pressed firmly against his shoulder.

Raven leaned forward until the tip of her nose touched his cheek. She smiled and pecked him on the cheek once.

"Go to sleep, my protector," she whispered, emphasizing her words with one more firm squeeze of his cock.

After that she released it, then settled down with her head on his shoulder and her hand on his chest. A few seconds later, she threw one curvy leg over his.

And because there was absolutely nothing sane he could say to that, Ben lay there in the dark between three witches and listened to his own heart pound while the shape of his life kept changing around him.


Chapter eight


Ben did not sleep well.

There was too much warmth, too much awareness, too much of Raven's hand and Sage's curves and Luna's quiet breathing close enough to count. He drifted in and out, woke up twice convinced he had dreamed the entire thing, then turned his head and found black hair on one pillow, silver-blonde on another, and at one point Raven’s hand had found his cock again. She squeezed it in her sleep like she wanted him to impregnate her hand.

By the time gray daylight pushed through the blinds for real, he was awake and staring at the ceiling again.

Sage was pressed against his right side, one thick thigh half over his leg beneath the blanket. Luna lay close on his left, one hand tucked near her chin. Raven had migrated in the night until she was against the wall.

Murphy sat beside the bed on the floor looking betrayed.

"Yeah," Ben whispered. "I know. Whole thing's gotten political."

Murphy gave a tiny whine.

Ben carefully, very carefully, started untangling himself from three sleeping witches. He got Luna's hand free first, then shifted Sage's leg an inch at a time. Raven was far enough away that she probably wouldn’t notice him if he—

Raven's eyes opened immediately. For one second she just looked at him, soft with sleep, hair mussed, mouth a little parted. Then she smiled.

"Good morning, my protector."

He had to stop and steady himself against the mattress. "You cannot look like that before coffee."

"What is coffee?" she asked.

"Something I’m desperately in need of," Ben said.

That woke Sage enough to mumble, "Bring me some too, please."

"You don't even know what it is," Ben protested.

Sage pulled the sheets up higher. "That’s fine. I'll hate it after tasting it. Still bring it, please."

Luna opened her eyes more slowly. She blinked at the room, then at him, then gave him a small sleepy smile. Ben escaped to the kitchen before his brain could melt entirely.

Coffee first, breakfast second, then maybe a small panic third, if time allowed. Especially if Raven’s hands started wandering again.

He got a pot of coffee brewing and pulled some eggs, bacon, and bread from the fridge while Murphy supervised with renewed optimism. The normal sounds of a Sunday morning, cabinets opening, skillet heating, dog nails clicking on the floor, helped settle him. It gave him a rhythm to move in.

There were still three magical women upstairs with no identification, no clothes, and no idea what a retirement account was, but at least the eggs obeyed known laws.

By the time he had bacon crisping and toast going, the witches came downstairs one by one in his oversized shirts.

Raven looked pleased with life. Luna looked thoughtful. Sage looked hungry and entirely unbothered by the fact that the back hem of the blue T-shirt kept riding up over the curve of her very generous ass every time she stretched.

Ben looked away, then looked back by mistake. Then looked away again.

Sage caught him. Of course she did. She smirked and deliberately walked by him, then raised the back of the shirt another inch while reaching up to gather her hair, revealing those impossibly round cheeks of hers. "Good morning."

Ben pointed a spatula at her without turning fully around. "You are not allowed to weaponize laundry. I’m a decent man, stop giving me such indecent thoughts."

She shrugged. "Then stop leaving such vulnerable laundry around."

Raven laughed and dropped into a chair at the kitchen table. Luna moved to the counter beside him and watched the coffee maker with the grave focus of a scholar examining a sacred machine.

"It drips very confidently," she said.

"That's because it's American," Ben said.

She glanced at him. "Is that a joke?"

Ben shrugged. "Mostly."

He set plates on the table and served them eggs, bacon, and toast. The witches were still in the stage of modern life where every meal felt like a technological breakthrough, so breakfast went over extremely well. Raven bit into bacon and shut her eyes.

"Oh, that's wicked," she said, chewing. “Yes, that’s wicked indeed, and in the best way.”

Sage took a bite and stared at the plate. "Oh, this is fantastic."

Luna lifted her mug after a careful first sip of coffee and frowned. "Why is it bitter?"

"Because adulthood is bitter," Ben said. "You add cream and sugar until it becomes survivable."

He fixed theirs for them, then sat down with his own plate and finally admitted the obvious.

"Okay,” he said once he had some coffee in his system. “We need a real plan."

Raven wiped toast crumbs from her fingertips. "We have one: stay with you, be safe, and learn your strange kingdom."

"Kingdom is generous,” Ben said. “It's more like a bureaucracy with football."

"What is football?" Sage asked.

"A different misery,” Ben said. “I’ll tell you about it later."

He leaned back in his chair. "Okay, so here's the problem. If you want to live here even short-term, you need to understand how this place works. And unfortunately how this place works is paperwork."

All three of them stared at him.

Luna said, "That sounds like a curse."

Ben barked a mirthless laugh. "It kind of is."

He got up, grabbed his phone from the counter, and held it up. "This is a phone. It’s a tiny pocket computer. We use it for calling people, messaging them, looking things up, arguing with strangers, ordering food, wasting time, and sometimes pretending to work."

Raven reached for it at once. "May I?"

He unlocked it first and handed it over. Raven held it with both hands as if it might sing. Sage leaned in from one side, Luna from the other. Ben watched three damp-haired witches crowd around a smartphone at his kitchen table and accepted that this was his life now.

Raven tapped the screen and gasped when it changed. "It listened."

“Yeah,” Ben said. "It responds to touch."

"Obedient glowing glass," she said. "Your world keeps showing off."

Ben smiled despite himself. "Pretty much."

He spent the next hour translating modern life in chunks small enough that nobody's head exploded. Supermarkets came first.

"So it's a giant building full of food," he said.

Luna nodded slowly. "A market."

"Yes, except the food is already there all the time. You take a cart, fill it, pay money, leave," Ben added. “It’s super convenient.”

Raven frowned. "So, who grows all the food?"

"Well, lots of different people," Ben said.

"Who speaks for the hens?" Raven asked.

"No one. They're chickens." Ben frowned at that. “Seriously, who would speak for chickens? I dunno, vegans, maybe?”

Sage was focused on the important part. "And there is always cheese there."

“Yeah,” Ben said. "Usually a whole aisle of it."

She looked genuinely moved. Her eyes widened in surprise.

Restaurants were an easier topic. They seemed quite interested in those as well.

"Those are buildings where people cook for you because you pay them," Ben said. “And in all different styles.”

Raven looked suspicious. "Every night?"

Ben nodded. "Every day."

"And no one thinks you're decadent?" she asked.

Ben laughed. "Oh, they think lots of things, but they still go."

Phones led to the internet, which led to social media, which Ben regretted explaining the second he started.

"So people stand in a crowd and announce what they had for supper?" Sage said, staring at Instagram in horror.

"Constantly," Ben said.

"And others choose to hear this," she confirmed.

"Against all common sense," Ben said.

Raven looked delighted. "I think I would be excellent at this. Especially with your cooking, Ben. Maybe you can make something and I can put it on this instant gram."

"You probably would," Ben admitted.

Next came money, taxes, IDs, work, rent, bills, insurance, bank accounts, and the fact that almost every useful part of adult life required some form of document proving you existed. And getting those documents would be next to impossible.

Luna listened the hardest there. "So if we have no papers, we are ghosts."

Ben nodded. "Legally? Sort of, yeah. You’ll have nothing to prove you’re who you say you are."

Sage took that in with a hard look. "Your world likes cages too, it seems. Just paper ones."

Ben had no clean defense for that. "Yeah. Just different ones." He shrugged. “Paper, sure.”

He tried to make it lighter by bringing up retirement plans.

"And then there's the 401K."

All three women looked at him blankly. They didn’t seem very impressed.

He leaned against the counter with his coffee mug. "Basically, it's an account where you put money away for when you're old."

Raven blinked. "You have a special chest of coins for future frailty. That seems reasonable."

"That is the least wrong way anyone has ever described it."

Sage frowned. "And this excites people?"

"No,” Ben said. “It scares them enough to participate."

Luna's brows drew together. "You save for old age while also paying for food, shelter, and these... phones."

Ben nodded. "Correct. Oh, and we have to pay for water, too. And everything else."

She stared at him for a long second. "Your people seem very tired."

Ben laughed so suddenly coffee nearly came out his nose. "Yes. Extremely."

The laughter helped, but the practical problem stayed where it was. They could not go anywhere looking like this. They could not stay in torn dresses forever. They could not exactly wander into a Target and hope for the best.

He opened his laptop at the table and motioned them closer, since an idea popped into his head.

"Next modern miracle," he said. "Shopping while not wearing pants."

Raven lit up. "This world was made by sinners. I love it. Maybe if we increase the amount of sin, we can improve life here in this place you call Baltimore."

He pulled up Amazon. The witches stared at the screen as pictures of dresses filled the page. After ten minutes of trying to explain style filters to women whose only fashion instruction so far had been to survive the mob, a pattern emerged quickly and decisively.

Black. Always black.

Raven found a simple black sundress and pointed. "How about this one?"

Luna leaned in. "I like that shape."

Sage nodded. "If it has room for my ass, sure."

Ben snorted and started guessing sizes as carefully as possible. "That is an engineering challenge, yes."

Raven grabbed her extra-large breasts with both hands and stared at them, then looked back at the screen. “Do you think it would fit me?”

“We can certainly try,” Ben said.

They all ended up choosing the same dress. Raven because it was black and sleek. Luna because it looked soft and easy. Sage because she declared anything that let air reach her thighs deserved support. Ben hit Prime delivery and felt triumphant.

"There," he said. "If the internet gods are merciful, you'll have dresses by this afternoon."

Raven looked genuinely impressed. "You speak to invisible merchants through a glowing panel, and they send clothing to your door."

"When you say it like that, I sound a lot cooler than I am," Ben said.

"You fed us, bathed us, explained your kingdom, and summoned dresses from the void," she said. "You're having a strong weekend. I’m curious what you’ll show us next."

He laughed, but the truth underneath it landed harder than he expected. Yesterday he had been a burned-out office guy trying to get through traffic. Today three women were looking at him like competence was a kind of magic. It felt good, maybe better than it should have.

Then his laptop chimed. Work email.

Ben opened it on reflex and immediately wished he hadn't. Craig. Subject line: Monday deliverables and revised timelines.

A second email followed before he even finished the first. Weekend check-in requested.

Sage watched his face sharpen. "Is it bad?"

Ben frowned. "My boss thinks Sunday is an acceptable workday."

“Do you not worship the sun on Sunday?” Sage asked.

“Uh, no,” Ben said.

Raven leaned over his shoulder enough that her hair brushed his arm. "Will he come back to the house?"

"I don't think so." Ben paused. "At least, I hope not."

Luna looked at the screen full of demands and color-coded nonsense. "Can he force you?"

Ben stared at the emails. The old familiar pressure tightened in his chest. Deadlines. Obligation. The reflex to comply before somebody got mad. Only now the kitchen was full of witches and sunlight and cooling coffee, and none of it fit with Craig's voice in his head anymore. He closed the laptop.

"No," he said. "Not today."

Sage grinned. "Good."

Ben looked at the three of them. "Today I’ll stay here and explain things. We get you dressed like normal people, or as close as we're aiming for. Tomorrow I go to work and figure out the next step."

Raven's expression warmed. "A promise."

"Yeah."

He meant it. More than that, saying it out loud changed something. It wasn't just triage anymore. It was a plan, flimsy and improvised and held together with coffee and online shopping, but real.

Two hours later, Murphy barked once at the front window. All four of them looked up.

A dark blue delivery van had just turned onto the block. Ben checked the time, then the order confirmation on his phone.

"That," he said, standing, "might be your dresses already."

Sage shot to her feet so fast her chair scraped. Raven clapped once. Luna's whole face lit with quiet surprise.

Ben headed for the door, heart picking up with theirs. For the first time since the portal opened, the next part felt less like damage control and more like life beginning.


Chapter nine


Ben got to the door before any of them did, mostly because he had longer legs and partly because the last thing he needed was three witches in borrowed T-shirts flinging the front door open like excited Victorian ghosts.

"Hold up," he said as Raven nearly walked into his back. "If this is the wrong package, I would prefer not to explain why my house currently sounds like a very enthusiastic coven."

Sage bounced on the balls of her feet behind him. "Open it, hurry."

Luna stood a little farther back, but her eyes were bright in a way he was starting to recognize. She might not lunge at things the way Raven and Sage did, but she wanted this just as badly.

Ben opened the door and saw a large cardboard box on his front porch. He picked it up and shut the door.

Behind him, Raven clasped her hands. "You summoned them!"

"Amazon summoned them," Ben said. "I just handed over my credit card information like a proper capitalist."

Sage eyed the box like it might contain treasure. "Open it before I die."

Ben rolled his eyes. "You are not going to die from delayed sundress exposure."

She frowned at him. "You can't know that."

He carried the box to the kitchen table while all three witches followed closely enough to make him feel like he had stolen a sacred relic. Murphy trotted after them with the solemn hope that boxes sometimes meant treats.

Ben grabbed a knife from the drawer and slit the tape. The flaps opened.

Three folded black dresses sat inside, each in thin clear plastic. Simple cotton sundresses with wide straps, soft skirts, and the kind of easy shape and stretchiness that worked on almost anybody. Ben had chosen them because they were cute, quick, and unlikely to start a neighborhood incident if worn in public.

Raven lifted the top one with reverence. "Black. I love it."

"Yes," Ben said. "I noticed the pattern."

Luna touched the fabric with two fingertips. "Oh, it's soft."

Sage looked at the stack. "So we all get the same one?"

Ben nodded. "You all picked the same one."

Sage shrugged. "Because it was the correct one."

That sounded exactly like something a woman from another world would say right before making a Target cashier nervous.

He handed each of them a package. They stared down at the dresses in their arms like they had been issued new identities.

Raven looked up first. "Can we put them on now?"

"That was more or less the entire point," Ben said.

They vanished upstairs so quickly it was almost a teleportation effect, just with more bare feet on hardwood. Ben stayed in the kitchen long enough to pretend he was not deeply invested in what happened next. He flattened the cardboard box, set it by the recycling, then rinsed a coffee mug that did not need rinsing.

From upstairs came laughter. Then muffled conversation. Then Sage saying, very distinctly, "If this splits, I'm blaming modern civilization."

Ben smiled despite himself. At least they sounded happy.

A minute later Raven called down to him.

He looked toward the ceiling. "Yeah?"

She paused for a moment. “Um, we may need assistance."

He closed his eyes for one second. "Of course you do."

Upstairs, his bedroom door stood half open. Ben knocked on the frame before stepping in. The sight that met him did not improve his blood pressure.

All three witches were in various stages of getting dressed, which would have been enough on its own to qualify as a dangerous workplace environment. Raven had her sundress on but not fully settled, black straps over pale shoulders, the fabric caught under her hair while she tried to tug the bodice into place. Luna stood by the mirror smoothing the skirt over her hips with quiet concentration. Sage had managed to get hers on too, but the dress was clearly having a bit of a fight with the full sweep of her hips.

Ben stopped in the doorway and made the mistake of looking at all three of them in sequence.

Raven first, because she was closest. The dress fit her beautifully, falling in a clean black line that made her blue eyes and dark hair seem even sharper. The only problem was the chest. The fabric sat snug across her breasts, not indecent exactly, but close enough that a strong sneeze might completely bare them.

Then Luna. Hers fit best overall, skimming her taller frame in a way that made her look soft, elegant, and somehow even more otherworldly. The black against her pale skin and silver-blonde hair was almost unfair in a how beautiful it was.

Then Sage, who had one hand braced on the dresser and the other hooked in the dress at her hip as if trying to reason with it. The fit was good everywhere except where reality had run into Sage's ass and lost.

Ben leaned one shoulder against the frame and tried to remain a gentleman.

"Well," he said, because he needed something to say and that was all he could think of.

Raven looked at him through the mirror. "Real helpful there."

"Sorry,” Ben said. “My brain took a second."

Sage snorted. "It looked like it took several."

He pointed at her hip. "Are you okay there?"

"It fits," she said. "Technically." She smoothed her hands down each side, then turned a bit, showing off how tight the dress was across her ass. She could make a blind man stare with a body like that.

Luna turned slightly, studying her own reflection with frank interest. "I think I understand why women enjoy this."

Raven finally freed her hair from under the strap and faced him fully. The front of the dress settled into place, which somehow made the snugness across her chest even more obvious.

Ben looked. He absolutely looked. It was impossible to miss such a beautiful sight.

Raven's mouth curved. "And what does our protector think?"

He folded his arms, because that gave his hands somewhere to be other than fidgeting. "I think all three of you are beautiful beyond words."

Sage laughed. "So that's a yes, then."

Luna glanced over at him, then at Raven, then down at herself. "Do we look strange?"

"No," Ben said, and meant it immediately. "You look great. Seriously.”

They all relaxed a bit upon hearing his approval. Luna's shoulders eased. Raven's expression softened under the teasing. Even Sage stopped tugging at her skirt for a second.

Ben pushed off the doorframe and stepped in. "May I?"

He reached toward the back of Raven's strap, waiting until she nodded. Her hair had caught under the dress again. He lifted the dark strands free, trying not to think too much about the warmth of her shoulder under his knuckles or how close his hand was to the side of her breast. Raven went still while he did it, watching him in the mirror.

"There," he said.

"Thank you," she said after adjusting her dress for a moment.

Sage turned sideways and peered at herself. "If I bend over in this, somebody's going to see a lot more than I’d care for them to."

"Then maybe don't bend over in public," Ben said.

She looked over her shoulder at him. "I don’t like that answer."

Raven laughed and crossed the room to him, her skirt swaying around her thick thighs. "I like it. It feels scandalously comfortable."

"That's summer fashion," Ben said. "Minimal suffering, maximum air."

Luna touched the skirt again, then the strap. "Women wear these openly?"

"All the time," Ben said.

"No one throws stones?" Luna asked.

He looked at her. “Uh, no,” he said. "No one throws stones. People don’t hunt down women with torches and stones anymore. Not for centuries."

Luna nodded once. She did not say anything after that, but she moved to stand a little closer to the mirror again, checking out how she looked.

Ben took out his phone. "Hold on. I need a picture."

Raven turned at once. "A painted likeness?" She looked around. “You have a canvas somewhere?”

"Close enough," Ben said, pulling out his phone. "Smile."

Raven smiled like trouble. Sage gave him a smug little smirk. Luna looked startled, then let herself soften into a real one just as he snapped the photo.

Raven hurried over and leaned against his shoulder before he could lower the phone.

"Show us, show us!" she said.

He shrugged and held his phone out so they could see it. All three of them stared.

Sage blinked. "It trapped us."

"It's a picture," Ben said.

Raven touched the screen with one fingertip. "We look like that?"

Ben huffed a laugh. "Yeah. Well to be honest, you look even better. A mere picture can’t capture your beauty."

Raven looked up at him. "You say that so calmly."

"It’s the simple truth," Ben said.

That earned him three beautiful smiles. Raven leaned over and kissed him on the cheek, and Luna and Sage looked like they wanted to as well.

The dress crisis resolved, the next hour turned into one long parade of modern nonsense.

Ben brought them downstairs and put YouTube on the TV because if three witches were going to experience the internet, they might as well do it in the dumbest possible way. He started safe with cat videos. That bought him ten minutes immediately.

Raven laughed so hard at a kitten falling off a couch that she had to put a hand over her eyes. Sage declared orange cats to be "cursed by joy." Luna watched a video of a woman restoring an old cast-iron pan with the solemn attention of a novice studying temple rites.

Then came cooking channels, because Ben was not going to miss the chance to indoctrinate them properly. A French onion soup video somehow mesmerized all three.

"They melt cheese on purpose," Raven said in awe.

"They understand true art," Sage said.

Luna asked three practical questions about stock reduction and one about why so many people in this world spoke while smiling directly into boxes.

"Because attention is a form of currency now," Ben said.

She considered that. "Your world is stranger the longer I look at it."

He did not argue. Instead, he showed them a few minutes of Sabrina the Teenage Witch, which they laughed at, and Charmed, which they found straight-up offensive.

“Do people really think witches are that… bleh, I don’t know the word,” Sage said. “I hate it, though.”

At some point Raven ended up sitting beside him on the couch, one bare knee angled toward his leg. Sage claimed the armrest and occasionally kicked one foot against his thigh for no reason except that she could. Luna sat cross-legged on the rug with Murphy, one hand absentmindedly stroking his head while she watched videos about city trains, storm footage, and a woman giving a tour of a supermarket aisle full of breakfast cereals.

"There are too many options," Luna said.

"There really are," Ben agreed. “In some ways, we live in luxury.”

Raven rested her head briefly against his shoulder. "I think I love your age."

He looked down at her dark hair against the black strap of the sundress. "You haven't seen the rent yet."

"Don't ruin this for me," she said.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and frowned; it was work again. He checked the screen and felt his jaw tighten. Craig. Another email. Another request to review timelines tonight.

Raven noticed immediately. "Is it the porch tyrant?"

“Yeah,” Ben said. "Digitally, this time."

Sage looked over from the armrest. "Ignore him."

Ben stared at the screen a second longer, then he turned the phone facedown on the coffee table. He had three hot witches in his living room. He didn’t need to waste time on Craig.

"Gladly," he said.

It was a small thing, barely a thing at all. But the second he did it, he felt a change in his stress levels. Sunday no longer felt like time he was stealing back from work. It felt claimed. His. Theirs, somehow, already.

Raven smiled like she had seen the whole decision. Luna looked relieved. Sage gave him a sharp approving nod.

By late afternoon the dresses had stopped looking new and started looking right, as if the witches had always meant to be in them. Raven lounged like a dark pinup draped over his couch. Luna moved through the house with more confidence, black skirt whispering around her knees. Sage kept catching sight of herself in mirrors and windows and nodding as if her ass had won a gold medal. Well, in Ben’s mind it had.

Ben was in the kitchen starting dinner when Raven appeared in the doorway and leaned against it.

"You keep feeding us," she said.

“Uh, yeah,” Ben said. "It's one of my better skills."

She watched him chop garlic for a moment. "Will you take us outside tomorrow?"

He looked up. Her expression was openly hopeful. It was hard to say no to that.

Behind her, he could hear Luna and Sage in the living room, murmuring over some fresh discovery on the TV.

"Yeah," he said. "Tomorrow, I’ll take you into Baltimore."

Raven smiled slowly. "Good."

Then she came over, stole a slice of raw bell pepper from the cutting board, and kissed his cheek before drifting back out.

Ben stood there with the knife in his hand and the smell of garlic rising warm from the pan. He smiled, then went back to cooking.


Chapter ten


Ben spent most of Sunday morning trying to decide whether taking three magical women from another world into downtown Baltimore counted as bravery or idiocy.

By noon, he was leaning toward idiocy.

Their problem was simple enough; they could not stay inside forever. The dresses had helped, a lot. The witches no longer looked like they had escaped from a bonfire and landed in his laundry. They looked, frankly, incredible. That was its own challenge, but at least it was a modern one.

The harder problem was everything else. They did not understand traffic, strangers, or why people kept packages on porches and expected them to remain there. Raven had asked that one with sincere disbelief.

Sage had asked if every city had this many opportunities for theft. Luna had spent ten straight minutes at the front window quietly studying the street like an anthropologist observing a dangerous species called commuters.

Meanwhile, Ben had promised them outside, so outside it was. He stood by the front door with his keys in one hand and his phone in the other, looking at the three of them lined up in the living room like a very specific fever dream.

All black sundresses. Bare legs. Raven's dress was rather snug across the chest. Sage's a little strained at the hips. Luna's somehow elegant enough to make the same cheap Amazon dress look like it had been made for her. Murphy sat by the couch, ears perked, already offended he had not been included.

"Okay," Ben said. "Let’s lay down some ground rules."

Sage sighed. "I hate that phrase."

"I know,” Ben said. “First, no magic on anyone."

Raven tilted her head. "What if they're annoying?"

“Yeah, just try to avoid it, okay?” Ben replied.

Sage crossed her arms. "Your world sounds very restrictive."

Ben avoided rolling his eyes, but only just so. "It has Yelp and central air. You make sacrifices. Second, stay close to me."

Raven smiled and walked over to him, clutching his arm tightly. "Gladly. I like this rule."

He smiled at her. "Third, if I say stop, you stop. If I say get back in the car, you get back in the car. If I say don't touch that, it means we're not stealing a parking meter because it looks interesting."

Luna frowned. "Why would we want a parking meter?"

Sage glanced out the window. "They're sort of cute."

Ben pointed at her. "You're exactly why this rule exists."

Raven walked over to the nearest mirror and smoothed one hand down the front of her dress, checking the fit with open satisfaction. "And if people stare?"

Ben looked at her. Then at Sage. Then at Luna.

"If people stare," he said, "we bravely endure the crushing burden of being a group of extremely hot goth women plus one tired guy."

Raven laughed. Sage looked pleased. Luna's mouth twitched.

"Very well," Raven said. "Lead us, protector."

He locked up the house, prayed none of his neighbors chose this exact moment to become curious, and got them to the car with only minor drama. The drama came when all three tried to crowd into the back seat because they seemed to have decided that if Ben was driving, they should stay together.

"You can use the front seat," he told Raven.

She looked at the passenger side suspiciously. "Alone?"

“Yeah,” Ben said. "It's not exile, it's a better view."

That convinced her. Barely.

Seatbelts took another few minutes. Ben had to lean across Raven to pull hers into place, which did absolutely nothing good for his concentration. Her perfume was not really perfume. Just shampoo, clean skin, and something dark and warm that was probably only her. She looked down at the belt crossing between her breasts and then up at him.

"A bondage strap for travel," she said with a smile. “I could get into this. Remind me to tell you about other ways I like to be tied up.”

From the back seat, Sage cackled.

Ben shut the passenger door and went around to the driver's side. Then he was driving, and the city started doing the work for him.

Baltimore, even on a fairly normal afternoon, was a lot to throw at three women who had grown up with torchlight and horses. Rows of brick houses, corner stores with bright signs, sirens far off and near, murals on walls, stoplights changing over intersections like obedient little suns. The witches watched everything.

Raven kept turning in her seat to look out each side window in turn. Luna leaned forward between the front seats, one hand braced lightly against the center console. Sage had her forehead almost to the glass in the back.

"So many people," Luna murmured.

"So many cars," Raven said.

"So many chances to die," Sage added, eyeing a motorcycle that flew past them with aggressive confidence.

"That part's pretty accurate," Ben said. “It’s Baltimore, after all.”

He took them through neighborhoods first, letting the city unfold in layers. The rowhouses gave way to busier streets. The streets widened. Buildings rose taller. Signs crowded together. People crossed against the light like they had a spiritual objection to waiting. The witches kept asking questions faster than he could answer them.

"What is that building for?"

"A hospital."

"And that?"

"Bank."

"What does that one sell?"

"Mattresses."

Sage leaned forward. "There's a whole building just for beds?"

“Yep,” Ben said. "Welcome to America."

Raven watched a bus lumber past, full of people looking bored. "Do they all know each other?"

"No," Ben said.

She stared. "You put strangers in a moving room together every day."

Ben shrugged. “Pretty much, yeah. You get used to it."

Luna looked down a side street where people sat at little metal tables outside a cafe. "They're eating in public."

“Yep, that’s normal here," Ben said.

"Your people enjoy being watched," she noted.

“Eh, it’s just the nature of living in a city,” Ben told her.

That started a whole side conversation about actors, which Ben postponed because he was trying not to get t-boned at a light while explaining the concept of Marvel movies.

By the time they reached downtown, all three of them had gone quiet in the way people did when wonder was finally bigger than language.

Glass and steel climbed over the older brick and stone. Office towers reflected the sky. Parking garages stacked concrete in ugly blocks. People moved in streams on sidewalks, dressed for work, lunch, school, errands, lives.

Ben slowed a little as they came around toward the busier parts of the city, near the harbor.

Raven looked up through the windshield and breathed, "They're taller than church towers."

"Yep," Ben said. “I’m trying to take you to see the tallest ones.”

Luna's eyes tracked the windows all the way up one building until it vanished beyond the frame of the glass. "How many people live in there?"

"A lot,” Ben said. “Work there too."

Sage sat back and shook her head. "If I had seen this yesterday, I'd have assumed giants built it."

Ben smiled. "Honestly, half of downtown feels like it was built by guys trying to prove something."

That got a laugh out of Raven. He liked that. More than he should have, probably. The sound kept making the day easier.

He drove them past the Inner Harbor, where the water flashed under the afternoon light and the sidewalks were crowded with tourists, couples, kids, and men selling bottled water out of coolers. The witches all leaned for a better view at once.

The harbor always did that to people, at least the first time. Even locals who liked to talk trash about the city made room for that part. Water, ships, glass, old brick, sun striking metal railings. It could still catch him too when he let it. He found a parking spot after a lap and killed the engine. Immediately, all three women looked at him.

"We're getting out?" Sage asked.

"If you want to," Ben said as he opened the door.

Raven was already reaching for the door handle. "Obviously."

The harbor walk became a second lesson in modern life, this one with gulls. The first gull got a full reaction out of all three of them when it landed on a railing and screamed like a tiny demon. Raven laughed. Luna startled. Sage narrowed her eyes and said, "That bird has bad intentions. I like it."

"It does," Ben said. "All gulls do."

People looked at them, but not in the way Ben had feared. A few glances lingered, sure. Hard not to with the witches looking like that. But nobody screamed witch. Nobody reached for rope. Nobody crossed themselves. Mostly people just kept going. They were just three hot women on a regular afternoon.

A guy pushing a stroller nearly walked into a trash can while looking at Raven, then muttered an embarrassed apology to the trash can itself.

Sage saw it and smiled. "I enjoy this world."

"Use your power responsibly," Ben murmured.

"My power is walking," she said, not fully understanding.

"Still," Ben replied.

They strolled along the water while Ben pointed things out. The National Aquarium. The old ships. Restaurants. Office buildings. Stretches of the city where tourists should not get too adventurous after dark.

Raven slipped her hand through his arm somewhere near a railing and simply stayed there. Ben looked down at her and she smiled up at him. On his other side, Luna walked close enough that her shoulder brushed his now and then. Sage trailed half a step behind until a group of loud teenagers came by, and then she moved up immediately, close enough that the heat of her body touched his arm.

The geometry of it was getting dangerous in a way that had nothing to do with crime. They were at a serious risk of tripping each other.

They paused by the water long enough for Raven to ask about every visible boat. Ben answered what he knew and made up less than he was tempted to. Luna watched sunlight move in broken silver lines over the harbor. Sage leaned on the railing and looked out at the city in full fascination. Ben watched them watch Baltimore and felt something unexpectedly solid settle in his chest.

He had not just taken them out for a drive; he was showing them a possible life. What could have been their future. What neighborhoods were safer. Which stores were nearby. How far things were by car. Where he could bring them again. Where he maybe should not. The idea stopped being abstract and became practical almost instantly, the way his mind always worked when he cared about something.

Raven turned toward him. "You seem deep in thought."

"Yeah," Ben said.

"About what?"

He looked out over the water. "Just figuring out where you'd fit in this world."

She went quiet at that, her thinking as well.

A gull shrieked again. Traffic hissed beyond the street. Somewhere behind them a kid begged his mother for ice cream with the doomed confidence of a child who had already been told no twice.

Raven squeezed his arm once. "You're doing it again."

"Doing what?"

"Keeping us." She punctuated that with a smile.

Ben met her eyes. “Yeah,” he said. “Hard not to.”

Raven’s smile deepened. "Good."

That might have stayed private if Sage had not appeared on his other side two seconds later and announced, "I want food."

Ben laughed. "You had lunch."

"That was earlier,” she said. “I have a body that requires regular replenishment, you know."

Luna turned from the water. "I would also like something to eat."

"Shocking development," Ben said.

He led them back toward the car before the parking meter transformed from a civic tool into a ticket. As they drove again, he took them farther through downtown and then around toward neighborhoods with more personality than office glass.

At a red light, Raven looked out at a cluster of people in costume on a sidewalk outside some themed bar event, fake corsets and fairy wings and one guy in chainmail that definitely came from Etsy.

She pointed. "Why are they dressed like that?"

Ben followed her gaze and laughed. "I think there’s a con going on. Honestly, I should take you to the Renaissance Faire. You'd fit right in."

All three of them looked at him.

"The what?" Luna asked.

"It's a place a bunch of nerds go and pretend they live in the Middle Ages. It's pretty fun, honestly." He smiled despite himself. "And to be clear, I'm one of those nerds."

Sage stared at him. "Your people flee the misery of modern life by paying money to cosplay our trauma."

Ben winced. "That is... a mean way to put it."

"Is it wrong?" she asked.

"A little less wrong than I'd like," Ben said.

Raven laughed so hard she had to hold the dashboard. Luna actually snorted. Even Sage smiled, smug and bright. When the light changed, Ben drove on with their laughter still in the car around him.

By the time the sun started lowering, the city had changed color. Glass warmed gold. The harbor picked up streaks of orange and copper. Neon signs came alive one by one. Baltimore looked rougher and kinder at the same time in evening light, like a man in a busted leather jacket who would still help you move a couch.

Ben slowed near the water again and pulled into another spot with a better view.

Raven spoke first, quieter now. "It's so beautiful."

"It is," Ben agreed.

Luna shifted in her seat, then reached forward and placed a hand on his shoulder. "Thank you for bringing us."

Sage shrugged, but gently. "Yeah. This was worth not stealing the parking meter."

Ben grinned. "High praise from such a lovely witch."

For a little while nobody said much. They just sat there watching the city ease toward night, all four of them in the close warm space of the car. Finally, Raven shifted around to face him.

“So, what’s next?” she asked.

Ben thought for a moment. Dinner, probably. They still needed more clothes, though, as well as ID cards and money and a million other things. Ben looked at the three women in black dresses who had fallen into his life two nights ago and somehow already changed the shape of his thinking.

"First," he said, pulling back into traffic, "I'm getting us something to eat."

Sage cheered immediately. Raven smiled. Luna settled back with that quiet look that said she was still taking everything in.

Ben drove toward the glow of restaurants near the harbor, feeling the question ride with him all the way there. He had gotten them into the city, now he had to figure out what on earth he was supposed to do with them.


Chapter eleven


Ben picked a place with dim lighting, sturdy booths, and a menu broad enough that if the witches hated one thing, there would be five backups.

It was also close enough to the harbor that he did not have to explain parking in too much detail, which felt like a mercy for everyone involved.

By the time he got them inside, his short-term objective had narrowed all the way down to something simple. Feed them, keep them from accidentally causing a scene, and use the hour to think.

The hostess looked from Ben to the three women in black dresses and gave him a curious look. What kind of man walked around with three beauties like that?

Ben just shrugged.

"Right this way," she said with a smile.

As they followed her through the restaurant, he became painfully aware of the situation. Raven at his left shoulder, smiling at everything. Luna close behind, taking in the room with those deep blue eyes. Sage walking with the kind of compact sway that made half the men they passed forget what they were doing.

The restaurant smelled like grilled meat, garlic, butter, wine, fried onions, and hot bread. Glasses clinked. A game played on the bar TV with the sound off. Somewhere in the kitchen a pan hit flame and somebody shouted for appetizers. It was busy without being chaotic. Cozy, if cozy had ambient jazz and Baltimore Orioles memorabilia on the wall.

The hostess stopped at a booth near the back. “Here you go,” she said in a friendly voice.

"Perfect," Ben said.

Immediately, all three witches paused. Raven looked at the booth, then at Ben. Sage looked at the booth, then at Raven. Luna looked at all of them and seemed to realize the problem at the same time he did. There was one spot on one side. Three on the other.

Raven folded her arms. "I'm sitting beside him."

Sage snorted. "Why do you get that?"

"Because I called it," Raven said.

"You did not," Sage protested.

"I just did."

Luna looked at Ben, then back at the booth. "I suppose I’m fine sitting anywhere."

"That's because you're sensible," Ben said.

"Thank you," Luna replied with a smile.

Ben could tell that Raven and Sage were going to keep arguing about who sat next to him. He decided to step in.

“Look, Raven sat next to me in the car, so Sage can sit next to me here,” he said. “But that means on the way home, either Raven or Luna gets the front seat.”

Raven sighed with theatrical suffering. "Fine. Sage sits beside him. Luna and I sit across."

Sage grinned in immediate triumph and slid into the booth beside Ben before anyone could reopen negotiations.

Ben mouthed a silent thank you to the hostess as he sat down. She handed out menus, somehow keeping a straight face, and left them to it.

Sage settled against the seat with obvious satisfaction. Her thigh rested against his under the table, making it hard to think about anything other than how damn nice her thighs were.

Raven sat across from him, chin propped in one hand, watching him like she had not lost at all. Luna slid in beside her, smoothing her black skirt under her legs.

Ben opened his menu because menus were safe and printed and could not flirt with him.

"All right," he said. "New public rule. No fighting over booth logistics."

"We didn't fight," Raven said.

"You nearly dueled for a seat,” Ben said.

"It would have been a short duel," Sage said.

Luna looked over her menu. "You would both have cheated."

"Correct," Raven said.

A waitress came by for drinks, and Ben realized he had not prepared them for this part either. He ordered water for the table before they could ask whether wine was made by alchemists or if sweet tea counted as a potion. Then he walked them through the menu.

Steak. Chicken. Salmon. Pasta. Salads, though he tactfully steered them away from paying fifteen dollars for lettuce on principle. Raven wanted to know what "blackened" meant on fish. Luna had questions about crab cakes. Sage focused with total sincerity on the burger section and then looked personally betrayed by the words bacon jam.

"You make jam from pigs," she said.

"It's not really jam jam," Ben said.

"Then why lie?" she asked.

Ben rolled his eyes. "Because restaurants are dramatic."

She considered that. "I respect it."

They ordered. Ben kept it simple; a burger for Sage, crab cakes for Luna, steak frites for Raven after she declared the phrase elegant enough to trust, and pasta for himself because if he was going to mentally juggle immigration fraud and witch relocation over dinner, he at least wanted carbs.

Once the waitress left, the first quiet stretch of the evening finally opened up. Ben let himself take a few relaxing breaths. Perhaps it shouldn’t have been so stressful, but he couldn’t stop worrying about how he was going to create identities for them.

The booth light softened Raven's black hair to blue at the edges. Luna looked pale and almost luminous against the dark vinyl seat. Sage, tucked close enough that he could feel her heat through the thin side of his shirt, looked smug and comfortable and far too happy with her victory.

He glanced around the restaurant again. Nobody seemed alarmed. Nobody was coming over to ask questions. To everyone else they probably looked like a very attractive group on a night out, and not four people trying to solve the practical problem of three women from another world existing in Maryland.

He had a rowhouse, a dog, a demanding boss, a mortgage, and exactly zero experience building a legal life for three hunted witches who thought Costco would probably count as imperial magic.

Sage nudged his leg with her knee. "You're doing that thing again."

He looked down at her. "What thing?"

"The thinking-until-you-look-annoyed thing."

Raven smiled. "He does furrow nicely, though."

Ben ignored that. "I'm trying to figure out what comes next."

Luna's expression changed, the softness in it fading to attention. "Because of us."

"Yeah," he said.

Their waters arrived, and then the bread. The witches practically attacked the bread basket. Raven tore off a piece and buttered it carefully. Sage skipped the careful part. Luna looked around the room one more time, still taking in little things, the low hanging lights, the candles in glass holders, a couple on a date in the next booth, a waiter balancing three plates one-handed.

Raven swallowed her first bite of bread and leaned back. "You are worried we're inconvenient."

Ben stared at her. "That is a wild way to phrase this."

She tilted her head. "Is it untrue?"

He rubbed his thumb against the edge of his water glass. This was the part where he could lie a little, make it easy, say no, not at all, everything's perfect. But these women had stepped through a portal into his house and gone to bed with him inside forty-eight hours. Easy lies felt cheap.

"It's complicated," he said.

Sage snorted. "Everything in your world is complicated."

“Yeah,” Ben said. “You’re not wrong."

Raven watched him for another second, then slipped one foot out of her sandal beneath the table. Ben did not know that was what she was doing until he felt her toes brush lightly along his calf. Across from him, Raven's face remained serenely innocent.

Sage saw his reaction at once and smiled into her glass. Luna's gaze flicked between them, and the corners of her mouth twitched.

Ben cleared his throat. "Raven."

"What?" she asked.

Under the table, her bare foot slid up along his leg again, slow and deliberate as it went to his knee, then up his thigh. Her big toe gently caressed his crotch a few times.

He looked at her. She looked right back, blue-eyed and calm, and reached for another piece of bread like she was not currently sabotaging his nervous system in a family restaurant.

Sage leaned closer beside him. "You're red."

"I know."

Raven kept rubbing his crotch with her foot. Sage glanced down and saw what was happening, then struggled not to laugh. Instead, she leaned her head against Ben’s shoulder for a moment and rubbed his arm, making everything worse.

"This is very unfair," Ben muttered.

Raven smiled. "I thought you liked us."

He stared at her a second, then let out a soft chuckle.

“Yeah, I do,” he said. “I like all of you, and quite a bit. But I’m trying to do things right and be respectful.”

The food arrived and gave him a temporary reprieve. Steak, burger, pasta, crab cakes, fries, vegetables, little dishes of sauce. The witches all looked impressed enough that the waitress got a bigger smile out of them than most customers probably managed in a week.

Sage took one bite of her burger and looked shocked. "This is stupidly good."

Luna broke a crab cake apart with care and looked up at Ben with quiet surprise. "This tastes like the harbor smells, but in a much more pleasant way."

"That is an excellent review," Ben said.

Raven cut into her steak, chewed, and closed her eyes. "I forgive your century many things."

The line made him laugh. It also loosened something in him. For a few minutes they just ate and talked. About salt. About butter. About how restaurants somehow existed without everybody being born nobility. About why American portions were large enough to feed a family and wound a cardiologist.

Raven's foot found his leg again once the first rush of hunger was gone. This time it stroked his inner thigh, then rested against him under the table while she talked to Luna about whether city pigeons were secretly worse than crows. Sage leaned against his shoulder while stealing fries off his plate.

Luna did not flirt much, at least not outwardly, but every time he looked up, he found her already watching him with that steady, curious softness that got under his skin in a whole different way.

By the time half the food was gone, Ben gave in and said the thing that had been waiting behind his teeth since the harbor.

"So," he said, looking between all three of them, "what am I supposed to do with you three?"

The table quieted. All three of them turned to watch him as if they understood exactly what he meant.

Raven set down her fork. Sage sat back beside him. Luna folded her hands lightly near her plate.

Ben kept going before he could lose the nerve. "You can't exactly go back, nor do I want you to. You don't have papers, though, and you don't know how anything works here yet. I can't just keep you hidden forever in my house in sundresses from Amazon. At some point we need an actual plan."

Raven did not answer right away. She looked at him with an expression he was still learning, playful at the edges but serious underneath.

"We told you already," she said. "You're the one keeping us safe."

"I know, but what does that actually mean?" Ben asked.

Luna spoke first. "It means we stay with you."

"Long-term?" he asked.

"Yes," Raven said. “Forever.”

Ben looked from one to the next. "Why are you all so certain?"

Sage dabbed a fry into some ketchup and shrugged. "Because our future is with you."

"You say that like it's obvious," Ben noticed.

"It is to us," Luna said quietly.

Ben leaned back against the booth. "Okay. So, let's say I believe you. Let's say I want that too. What do we do next? You live in my house forever with no IDs and no jobs? We become the weirdest tax problem in Baltimore?"

Sage looked at him, green eyes bright and very steady. Then she shrugged again, soft and absolute all at once. "I guess you're stuck with us now,” she said casually. “You'd better get used to it."

Raven smiled slowly, like she approved of the phrasing. Luna lowered her eyes for a second, but she was smiling too.

Ben sat there with his half-finished pasta, Raven's foot warm against his leg under the table, Sage's shoulder close to his, Luna watching him across the booth, and realized the option of thinking of them as temporary had just gotten a lot harder to pretend at.

They were choosing him, calmly and repeatedly. Like it was already decided. To be fair, that wasn’t a bad thing at all. Just a bit stressful.

The waitress came by to ask if they wanted dessert, and for one weird second Ben almost laughed at the timing.

Sage looked at him. "Well?"

He should probably have said no. He should probably have taken them home and started making lists and panicking responsibly. But instead he looked at the three witches across and beside him and said, "Yeah. Let's see the dessert menu."

Raven's foot slid up his leg again in clear approval.

And while the waitress went to fetch the menus, Ben found himself thinking not about whether they were staying, but what he would have to do next to make it possible.


Chapter twelve


Dessert turned out to be a mistake in the best possible way.

Ben ordered one chocolate cake to share because that felt safer than letting three witches loose on an entire dessert menu. He underestimated both modern sugar and the fact that Raven treated a single fork passed around the table like an invitation to commit emotional crimes.

She fed him the first bite herself. And not quickly either. She leaned over the table with a slow little smile, blue eyes on his face the whole time, and held out the fork until he gave in.

Sage made an exaggerated sound of disgust. "You are both unbearable."

Then she stole the fork from Raven's hand and took the next bite herself.

Luna laughed into her water glass. Her cheeks had gone a little pink, whether from the wine-dark restaurant light or the company he couldn't tell.

By the time the cake was gone, Ben felt pleasantly full, slightly dizzy from all the female attention aimed at him, and no closer to figuring out what came next with their lives.

What he did know was that he wasn't ready to take them straight home. So he drove them around a little longer.

The city was better at night anyway. Baltimore looked rough around the edges in daylight. After dark, with the harbor reflecting gold and white and red, with restaurant windows glowing and neon signs humming and the water moving black under bridges, it got halfway to magic on its own.

The witches rolled their windows down a crack and let the night air in.

Raven rested her elbow on the door and watched lights smear along the glass. Luna kept turning her head to take in every corner, every storefront, every passing cluster of strangers heading somewhere. Sage sat behind Ben and hummed under her breath like she had too much energy to hold still.

He drove past the harbor again, then through a quieter neighborhood with old trees and narrow streets, then back toward home.

"This world doesn't seem to sleep much," Luna said.

"It pretends to," Ben replied. "Mostly it just scrolls on its phone until two in the morning and regrets everything."

Raven looked at him. "You say strange things pretty often, you know that?"

"Yeah, that is one of my gifts," Ben said.

Sage leaned forward between the seats, her dress pulling tighter across her chest as she did it. "I like your city. It’s full of life."

"That puts you in a minority, some days."

She shrugged. "It smells like oil and salt and fried food and…I dunno, something dirty. Feels honest."

Ben smiled at that. It was a weirdly good description.

When they finally got home, Murphy greeted them like they had returned from sea. The witches all bent to pet him at once, which nearly caused a collision in the front hall. Raven laughed, Luna murmured to him, Sage scratched under his jaw until he groaned with happiness.

Their sandals went by the door. Their black dresses swished as they moved through his living room. The TV remote on the couch was where Raven had left it. Three water glasses still rested on the coffee table from earlier. Signs of them were everywhere now.

Ben loosened his shoulders and headed for the kitchen on instinct. "I'm putting on tea. Nobody set anything enchanted on the stove."

Raven followed him in. "Is tea required after cake?"

"No,” Ben said. “But I want some."

Sage called from the living room, "I’m not sure I want tea. I want more of whatever this day was."

Ben smiled to himself and filled the kettle.

They spent another hour drifting around the house while Ben pointed out little things he hadn't gotten to yet. The vacuum cleaner, which Sage declared louder than any sensible machine had a right to be. The washer and dryer in the utility closet, which Luna stared at with genuine wonder. The pantry, which Raven opened and then stood in front of for a considerable amount of time because she couldn't get over the idea that snacks just lived there waiting to be chosen.

At one point Ben found himself trying to explain streaming services.

"So you pay every month," he said, standing by the TV with the remote in his hand, "and then you watch whatever you want."

Raven frowned. "From where does it come?"

"The internet," Ben said.

“Ah,” Raven replied. “The mysterious invisible place again."

Ben frowned. “Yeah, basically."

Sage lounged on the couch, one knee up, looking entirely too comfortable in his house. In that position it became extremely clear she wasn’t wearing any panties. Ben thought he saw heaven itself.

"Your age is very spoiled," Sage said.

"Yeah, we kinda are," Ben admitted.

Luna sat cross-legged on the rug with Murphy's head in her lap. "And yet everyone still seems stressed."

Ben laughed once. "Also not wrong."

Time passed. The witches had stopped reacting to every light switch like it was a miracle. Ben had stopped expecting his life to snap back into its old shape if he blinked hard enough. The whole evening settled into that cozy strange space he was already starting to like too much.

Then Sage stood up. She had been flirting all day in a hundred small ways. A brush of her hip in the kitchen. A foot pressed to his calf in the car. That lazy green-eyed look that said she knew exactly what he was noticing and intended to make it worse.

Now she hooked both thumbs under the straps of her black sundress and gave him a look that made his stomach tighten.

"What are you doing?" Ben asked.

Sage shrugged. Then, she peeled the dress down. At least, she tried. Once she got to her hips she cursed a few times, then grabbed the dress and pulled it over her head instead. She tossed it on the floor like nothing was out of the ordinary.

Just like that. One second she was in the black sundress, the next she was gloriously, devastatingly naked in his living room, pale skin and red hair and lush curves everywhere at once. Her breasts were full and high, her waist soft and narrow, her hips generous, her ass every bit as dangerous as advertised. She stood there barefoot on his rug like modesty had been canceled for weather reasons.

Ben had something to say but words failed him in that moment. Raven put a hand over her mouth and laughed. Luna went very still, blue eyes widening. Murphy looked interested but not judgmental.

"Sage," Ben said, because that was the only word still available.

She shrugged again, completely unbothered. "I told you I don't care."

Raven recovered first. "You dramatic little menace." She lowered her voice. “I love it.”

Sage looked at Ben and smiled, slow and wicked and somehow still sweet under it. "What? I want to show our man his prize for taking care of us."

Ben actually looked over one shoulder like there might be another guy standing in the room or a hidden camera or something. She was so beautiful it almost didn’t seem real. Raven laughed even harder. Luna pressed her lips together, trying and failing not to smile.

Sage took three unhurried steps toward him, fully nude, not covering a thing. "That means you, Ben."

His mouth went dry. "I had gathered that, yes."

She reached him and put both hands on his chest. Her palms were warm. His T-shirt suddenly felt like a very thin barrier between them.

"You've been good to us," she said more quietly. "Fed us. Protected us. Brought us into your city. So."

She leaned in and kissed him.

Sage kissed like she did everything else, with heat first and thought later. Her mouth was soft but demanding, her body close and very, very real against his. Her tongue pushed into his mouth. Ben's hands went automatically to her waist, struggling with his desire to reach down and grab two handfuls of that magnificent ass of hers.

From somewhere behind her, Raven said, "Well. That escalated beautifully."

Ben broke the kiss long enough to breathe. Sage's eyes were bright, but under the boldness he saw it again, that faint thread of nerves she always disguised with attitude.

He kept his voice low. "You sure about this?"

She nodded once. Then, because she was Sage, she ruined the tenderness immediately by adding, "Try not to pass out, okay?"

That got a laugh out of him, which helped. He kissed her again, slower this time. Less overwhelmed and more passionate.

Sage melted into that in a way that made his chest ache a little. Her hands slid up around his neck. She pressed herself against him without shyness, but when his fingers traced lower over the curve of her hip she shivered and broke the kiss with a sharp breath.

Ben looked at her at once. "Oh, sorry. Too much?"

Her cheeks flushed. She glanced away, then shrugged, smaller this time. "Maybe a little." But her small smile told what she really wanted.

He brushed red hair back from her face. "No rush. We’ll take things at your pace."

Sage looked at him for a second, searching his expression with those gorgeous green eyes of hers. "Okay," she said softly.

He nodded toward the stairs. "Come on."

He took her by the hand and led her to the bedroom. His pulse was pounding hard enough to hear, but excitement smothered everything.

In the bedroom, the light was low and warm. Sage walked over and sat on the edge of the bed, still naked, still glorious. Ben stood between her knees and bent down, kissing her again. Her hands slid under his shirt. He hissed when her nails traced lightly over his stomach.

She smiled against his mouth. "That got your attention."

"You’re getting all of my attention right now," Ben said.

Sage looked down, noting the bulge in his pants, and smiled. "Good."

He kissed along her jaw, then her throat. Sage made a soft sound and tipped her head back. His hands moved over her carefully, learning the soft weight of her breasts, the flare of her hips, the way she trembled a little when he touched the inside of her thigh and then stilled when he didn't push farther.

They ended up half sprawled across the bed, his clothes half removed and rumpled, kisses getting hotter by the minute, but every time things edged toward going all the way, Sage hesitated.

So Ben didn’t push things any further. He kept kissing her, but didn’t make any further advances.

She looked at him once with her hair all over the pillow and her lips slightly pouting. "You're being very nice about this."

He smiled and brushed his thumb over her cheek. "Yeah. That's kind of my whole thing."

That made her laugh, and then she kissed him again like she was grateful and annoyed at the same time.

The bedroom door opened before either of them heard the knock. Raven stepped in first, Luna just behind her. For one half-second Ben thought he should probably feel embarrassed. Then he saw Raven's expression, warm and curious rather than scandalized, and Luna's softer one behind her, and embarrassment got crowded out by something else entirely.

Raven took in the scene, Sage naked on the bed, Ben half over her, both of them flushed and breathing harder than normal.

"I knew we'd find trouble in here," she said.

Sage rolled her eyes without much force. "Then leave."

Raven smiled. "No. This is my kind of trouble and you know it."

She crossed the room, climbed onto the bed and reached out for Sage. Their lips met in a kiss of fiery passion, tongues intertwining, fingers raking through hair and squeezing breasts.

Ben stared. Had he died and gone to heaven? It almost seemed so.

Sage made an approving little sound and smiled as she kissed Raven. Luna came closer more slowly, but she came.

Raven broke from Sage only long enough to reach for Luna's wrist and tug her gently in. Luna sat on the edge of the mattress, then leaned down when Raven kissed her too, soft and lingering. Sage watched with bright green eyes and a smile that had gone tender around the edges.

Ben had never in his life known what to do with a room full of beautiful women kissing each other on his bed. Apparently the answer was, very little. Let them take charge.

Raven turned back to him and cupped his face. "You look stunned."

"That’s because I am stunned," he said.

"Good." She punctuated that with a smile that left very little to the imagination.

She kissed him then, and while she did, Sage pressed against his side and Luna's hand came to rest lightly on his shoulder. The bed shifted under all four of them as the kisses passed around, Ben to Raven, Raven to Luna, Luna to Sage, Sage back to Ben. Slow, hot, sweet, dizzying.

No one rushed it. No one pushed past the edge Sage had already shown him. It stayed in that aching place without going beyond. Raven and Luna pulled their dresses off as well, but no one pushed anything past foreplay.

Eventually they were all tangled together on the comforter, breathing hard and laughing a little from the sheer absurdity of it.

Ben lay on his back with Raven half across his chest, Sage against one side in all her naked glory, and Luna curled close enough that her cool fingers traced absentminded circles on his forearm.

He looked at the ceiling and laughed once under his breath. "This is officially the most interesting weekend of my life."

Raven lifted her head. "And?"

“I mean, it’s not a bad thing,” Ben said. “I’m definitely not complaining."

"Good answer," Sage said. “If you had complained, I probably would have set you on fire.”

Luna smiled and kissed his shoulder.

For a while they just stayed there, not asleep, not trying to go farther, simply warm and close and tangled up in a way that felt warm and happy. Then practical life came back, because it always did.

Ben looked at the three women around him and thought about Monday. About IDs. Jobs. Money. The impossible logistics of building a real life out of this. He exhaled slowly.

"We need help," he said.

Sage propped herself up on one elbow. "With what?"

"With all of it. Getting you into the world. Clothes are one thing. Existing is another."

Raven traced a finger down the center of his chest. "Who would help us?"

Ben thought of the gothic storefront they had passed on the drive home, black-painted walls, moon decals, candles in the display, a little hanging sign that had read NIGHTTIME ODDITIES.

He had laughed when he saw it, thinking the witches would probably assume it was embassy property. Now it seemed less funny and more useful.

"Tomorrow," he said, looking from one of them to the next, "I'm taking you somewhere I think you might like."

Raven smiled. Sage looked intrigued. Luna's fingers stilled on his arm.

"What sort of place?" Luna asked.

Ben grinned tiredly. "A witch store."


Chapter thirteen


Ben woke up Monday with the clear, ugly understanding that charm was not a long-term housing strategy.

Three women from another world were asleep upstairs in black sundresses from Amazon, his boss was still acting like unpaid panic was part of the benefits package, and eventually somebody was going to ask a question as basic as ‘So what do they do all day?’

He stood in the kitchen in gym shorts and a T-shirt, cracking eggs into a bowl while coffee brewed and Murphy watched with theological devotion.

Money was not the immediate problem. Ben had savings. Not a mountain of it, but enough to cover groceries and a few emergency dresses and whatever weird new expenses came with magical houseguests. The real problem was well beyond that, and involved all the other things they needed: work, errands, reasons to leave the house, reasons to belong somewhere. Without that, the witches were just hiding in his rowhouse waiting for him to come home and explain the century.

He made scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast again, and by the time the smell brought the witches downstairs, he had mostly decided what to do. Mostly.

But before things went any further, he opened his work laptop and sent an email to Craig, telling him he had a stomach bug and couldn’t make it to work. Craig replied immediately, but Ben ignored it.

Raven appeared first, hair loose and a little wild, looking too good for a Monday. Luna came next, moving quietly, already alert in that thoughtful way of hers. Sage dragged in last, yawning, her red hair a complete riot and the hem of her dress riding up high enough that Ben found himself staring for quite a while

"Good morning," Raven said, sliding onto a stool. "You look like you're planning something."

"I am," Ben said.

Sage squinted at him. "Murder?"

“Even worse,” Ben replied. "Employment."

That got all three of them looking at him properly.

Luna sat beside Raven. "That sounds like less fun than murder."

He plated breakfast and set everything on the table. "Eat first. Then I’ll explain."

They did, with the same enthusiasm they brought to every meal, which made Ben irrationally proud of his eggs. By the time Raven was on her second piece of toast, he laid it out.

"You need a place in the world that isn't just my house. Somewhere you can go, people you know, maybe eventually a little money of your own."

Sage chewed, swallowed, and pointed her fork at him. "You say that like we're children."

"No. I say that like if you spend all day trapped in my living room, one of you is eventually going to enchant the mailman out of boredom," he replied.

Sage stared at him for another moment, then lowered her fork. “Okay, you’ve got me there. I do love a good enchantment."

Luna looked down at her plate. "Most work here needs papers, right?"

"Yep," Ben said.

"So what can we do?" she asked.

Ben took a sip of coffee. "There's a store about ten minutes away. I noticed it the other night. Gothic place with weird decor, candles, occult books, fake witch stuff."

Raven's eyes lit instantly. "Fake witch stuff?"

"Modern people are very committed to vibes," Ben said. “A lot of women like witchy vibes. You’ll fit right in.”

Sage grinned. "I like this plan already."

He shrugged. "It's not much of a plan. More like a lead. Maybe they know somebody or maybe they need help. Maybe they at least won't freak out if three women in black walk through the door and know what a real warding charm looks like."

Luna tilted her head. "And if they ask where we came from?"

Ben had been thinking about that since before the eggs. "Undocumented immigrants."

Raven blinked. "That sounds insulting."

"It is, kind of. Well, to some people,” Ben said. “But in practical terms it means you came here without the right papers and now your situation is messy. Which, if you think about it, is true enough."

Sage shrugged. "Let’s be honest, I've been called worse."

Ben pointed at her with his mug. "Please do not say that to the shop owner."

They finished their breakfast. The plan held together just enough to feel better than doing nothing, which was usually how Ben recognized a workable adult decision. After breakfast he cleaned up fast, put on jeans, and made sure everybody had shoes. Raven wanted to know if they needed disguises. Ben told her black sundresses already counted as a regional uniform for the store they were going to.

The walk over gave the witches a second look at the neighborhood, but this time with a destination. They stayed close without being told. Ben noticed that now. The little way Raven drifted near his shoulder in crowds. How Luna checked his face when traffic got loud. How Sage scanned corners like she still expected the world to take a swing at them if they looked too happy.

Raven stopped dead on the sidewalk when they arrived at the store. She stared for a moment with wide-eyed fascination.

"Oh," she said softly.

Sage looked up at the sign and laughed. "I love this stupid place."

Luna studied the window with open curiosity. "People buy these things?"

"All the time," Ben said. "Come on."

A bell chimed when they stepped inside.

The place smelled like incense, old wood, candle wax, and something sweet underneath, vanilla maybe. Shelves lined the walls, packed with jars, books, jewelry, dried herbs, black lace, moon-shaped mirrors, little glass bottles with labels like BANISHING OIL and SELF-LOVE MIST. A rack of dresses stood near the back. Fake ravens hung from the ceiling on nearly invisible thread.

Behind the counter stood a woman in a black dress with black hair and blunt bangs, pale skin, and the kind of cleavage that suggested she knew exactly what they did to people. She looked like Elvira had decided to run a small business and file quarterly taxes.

She glanced up from the register when they entered. Then she looked at Raven. Raven looked at her.

"You're so beautiful!" Raven said.

The woman behind the counter did not even blink. "Thank you. You too."

Sage made a strangled sound beside Ben that might have been laughter. Luna covered her mouth, smiling.

Ben stepped in before Raven could propose marriage or demand fashion advice from a stranger within thirty seconds of arrival. "Hey. Sorry about that. Hi, I'm Ben."

"Jolene," the woman said. Her voice was low and dry. "And these are either your girlfriends or a very specific emergency."

Ben glanced at the witches. Raven was already touching a display of silver rings with reverence. Luna had drifted toward a shelf of books. Sage was eyeing a black velvet choker like she was in love.

"Honestly?" Ben said, "they’re both."

Jolene took that in and nodded as if it was a perfectly normal thing.

"What can I do for you?" she asked.

Ben lowered his voice a little. "This might sound weird."

Jolene looked around her store of crystal skulls and pentagram coasters. "Don’t worry, I think I can handle weird."

He nodded toward the witches. "They're undocumented immigrants."

Jolene's expression changed immediately to one of concern.

"Okay," she said.

Ben almost laughed from relief. "That's it?"

"My mother came here as a refugee when she was nineteen," Jolene said. "You'd be amazed what stops sounding weird once the government has made your life stupid." She folded her arms on the counter. "What do they need?"

"Work, maybe. Or advice. Somewhere they fit a little better than, you know, most of Baltimore," Ben said.

Jolene looked past him at the three witches.

Raven had made it to a rack of black shawls and was whispering appreciatively to herself. Luna stood by a stack of modern witchcraft books, reading the back cover of one with the grave concentration of a scholar. Sage had found a shelf of decorative daggers, picked one up, and was testing the balance.

"Put that down," Ben said.

Sage glanced over. "It's decorative. Insulting, really."

Jolene's mouth twitched. "I like them."

Ben gave up and motioned the witches over. "Ladies, this is Jolene. Jolene, this is Raven, Luna, and Sage."

Raven came first and leaned onto the counter like she had known her all her life. "I adore everything about you and your store."

"Thank you," Jolene said. "I worked hard on it."

Sage set the dagger back and joined them. Luna came last, still holding the witchcraft book.

Jolene looked at each of them in turn. "What sort of work have you done before?"

Ben had the brief, doomed hope that one of them would answer normally.

Raven smiled. "Well, I enjoy nighttime and the color black. Also spiders and fresh blood. Sometimes graveyards."

Jolene nodded once. "So, retail."

Ben closed his eyes for one second.

Luna went next, because apparently they had all agreed to keep this impossible. "I enjoy the night as well. The full moon. Magic. Learning things."

"Inventory, maybe," Jolene said.

Then all eyes turned to Sage.

Sage shrugged. "I enjoy Ben's cooking."

There was a beat of silence. Raven looked at her. Luna looked at her. Ben looked at the floor because if he looked at anyone's face he was going to lose it.

Jolene nodded again, perfectly serious. "Strong customer energy."

Sage smiled, pleased with herself.

Ben scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck. "I know this is a lot."

"It's Baltimore," Jolene said. "I've had weirder Tuesdays."

"It's Monday," Ben said.

"Exactly."

That got a laugh out of him.

Jolene pushed off the counter and looked around the store like she was making a practical inventory of space, payroll, and risk. "I can't do anything official. If they don't have papers, we have to keep it under the table. Cash only, of course."

Ben nodded at once. "That's fine."

"Sales are garbage right now," she went on. "So don't picture miracles. Minimum wage, unfortunately. One shift a week each to start. Trial basis."

Raven perked up. "We get to work in the witch store?"

"The goth store," Ben corrected.

Jolene looked at him. "Tomato, tomahto, black lipstick."

Sage leaned in. "When do we start?"

Jolene looked them over again, taking in the dresses, the posture, the sheer intensity of three actual witches standing in her novelty occult shop.

Then she said, "Tomorrow morning. If you show up on time, don't steal anything, and refrain from sacrificing customers, we'll see how it goes."

Raven put a hand over her heart. "You're an angel."

"No," Jolene said. "I'm extremely tired and need affordable part-time help. You three, looking as you do, might help bring more customers in."

Ben felt something loosen in his chest so suddenly it almost made him lightheaded. It was small. Under the table, cash, and minimum wage. But it was a start.

The witches, on the other hand, looked thrilled.

Ben pulled out his wallet. "Let me buy them something for the job."

"Ben," Luna said softly.

He looked at her. "You need work clothes."

Raven smiled at that. Sage did too, though hers came with a little more heat.

Jolene came around the counter and started pulling things from racks with fast expert hands. Black cardigans, silver hair clips, gaudy jewelry. A pair of practical black flats in roughly Luna's size. "If they're working here," she said, "they need a little more than sundresses and pretty eyes."

Sage tilted her head. "Pretty eyes help."

"They help sales," Jolene said. "Shoes help keep things to code."

While the witches browsed, Ben wandered a few steps and looked around the shop again. The place still felt theatrical, but less fake now somehow. Not because the merchandise had changed. Because the women in it had.

Raven belonged here in a way that made the room brighter. Luna touched books and candles with careful wonder instead of confusion now. Sage moved through the aisles with a catlike confidence that was only slightly threatening.

When Jolene handed Ben the total, it was higher than he wanted and lower than he feared. He paid without hesitation. As she bagged everything, Jolene glanced up at him.

"You're taking this seriously."

Ben looked over at the witches. Raven was showing Luna a necklace. Sage was grinning at a pair of black boots she absolutely did not need today.

"Yeah," he said.

Jolene nodded like she understood more than he had actually said. She just thought he was helping immigrants, but still.

When they stepped back out onto the sidewalk, each witch carrying a black paper bag with silver moons on it, the whole block looked different. The bakery was still there. The vape shop still looked vaguely cursed. Traffic still muttered by. But now there was a place on the street they could point to and say ours, even if only a little.

Raven slipped her arm through his at once. Sage took his other side. Luna walked closely next to Raven.

"We have jobs," Raven said, almost laughing. “Modern jobs.”

"Sort of," Ben said. "Trial jobs."

"We have jobs," Sage repeated.

Luna looked at him, blue eyes soft and bright. "Thank you."

Ben opened his mouth to dodge the gratitude, then closed it again. There was no point.

"Yeah," he said. "Of course. Doing my best to take care of you three."

“We’re yours,” Raven said.

Ben nodded. “Uh, okay.”

“No, say it,” Raven said. “Say you’re taking care of us. But I want to hear ownership.”

Ben cleared his throat. “I’m just taking care of my girls.”

She beamed a smile at him. “Much better. Keep this up and I’ll have to give you quite the reward.


Chapter fourteen


Ben spent the walk home doing math he did not like.

Three women, one house, one paycheck, and now three tiny under-the-table trial shifts that amounted to minimum wage and a pat on the head from the modern economy. Better than nothing, sure. But not enough to build a life on. Not even close.

The witches, meanwhile, looked like they'd been handed keys to a kingdom.

Raven carried her black paper bag against her chest and kept glancing down into it with a pleased little smile. Luna walked close to Ben's side, careful with every step, her own bag held neatly in both hands. Sage swung hers by the paper handles like she was daring the universe to challenge her good mood.

"We have jobs," Raven said again.

"Trial jobs," Ben reminded her.

"With cash," Sage said. "That part sounds excellent."

Luna looked up at him. "One shift each."

"Yeah." He kept his tone light. "A whole empire."

She caught the joke and the truth under it both. "It is still something."

It was. Ben knew that. He just also knew what groceries cost, what utilities cost, what life cost when you stopped being twenty and started having to pay people not to shut things off.

Still, when they reached the house and the witches kicked off their shoes and drifted inside with their little shopping bags and bright faces, his first thought was not budget. It was home.

Murphy met them at the door and nearly lost his mind over the bags, convinced they had returned with toys or meat or both. Raven knelt to kiss his head. Sage scratched his ribs until he collapsed sideways in ecstatic surrender. Luna set her bag down and went straight to the kitchen sink to wash her hands, which was still a little surreal to watch, the easy confidence growing where awe had been.

Ben followed them in and locked the door behind them.

"All right," he said. "New mission."

Sage looked over. "We only just got back."

"Exactly. You have less than twenty-four hours before one of you goes to work and none of you know how American retail operates."

Raven straightened, amused. "I thought the operation was simple. Smile, wear black, and mention spiders."

"Please do not lead with spiders," Ben said.

"They're very helpful creatures," Raven said matter-of-factly. “I used to have one as a helper, in fact. I miss him.”

"I know. Still."

Luna opened her bag and carefully took out the cardigan Jolene had picked for her. "What do people expect in a shop like that?"

Ben thought about it. Candles. Crystals. Goth kids. Suburban women with moon phase journals. Lonely people looking for a little drama and comfort and maybe a nice bracelet.

"They want to feel like they're discovering something special," he said. "You don't have to be fake. Just... maybe don't mention fresh blood in the first thirty seconds."

Raven, already halfway through unpacking her own bag, looked up with deep sincerity. "What if they ask what I like?"

"Then maybe start with nighttime and the color black," Ben replied.

She considered that. "And save spiders for later."

"Exactly."

Sage dropped onto the couch and stretched out like she owned the place. "What if someone asks me what I like?"

Ben pointed at her. "You do not tell paying customers you enjoy me personally."

"Why not? It's true."

Luna, hanging up her cardigan on the back of a chair, said quietly, "You did also say you enjoy his cooking."

Sage shrugged. "Also true."

Raven grinned. "That one sounds safer."

Ben laughed despite himself. "Yes. Please tell the public you enjoy Ben's cooking. That makes me sound domestic, not kidnapped."

The laughter lingered. It helped. A few days ago this conversation would have broken his brain. Now it just felt like his Monday had gone in a very specific direction.

He moved into the kitchen and pulled chicken from the fridge, checked some potatoes, found some green beans, and started planning dinner while the witches spread their new things across the living room like girls after a mall trip, if the mall trip involved silver moon earrings and practical flats. From the stove, he listened to them.

Raven loved the little ring Jolene had thrown in at a discount because, as she'd put it, "your hand looked lonely." Luna was fascinated by the cardigan pockets and kept putting things into them just to understand the concept. Sage had decided the black boots were a necessity and was annoyed Ben had talked her out of buying them immediately.

"They were not in the budget," he called.

"Your world is obsessed with budgets," she fired back.

"My world likes electricity and being able to pay bills," Ben said.

"That seems greedy," she said.

He smiled and seasoned the chicken.

By the time dinner was in the oven, he had cleared the coffee table and spread out a legal pad, some pens, his wallet, and a small stack of bills and change from the kitchen junk drawer.

Raven came to the doorway and watched him set things up. "You have the face you make before explaining something tiresome."

"Customer service," he said.

She leaned against the frame. "Ah. Tiresome."

The three of them gathered around as Ben started their first crash course. He showed them the bills first. Ones, fives, tens, twenties. Washington, Lincoln, Hamilton, Jackson. He explained, badly and with increasing irritation, that the people on the money were mostly dead men and that no, this was not the smartest system they could have built.

Sage held up a quarter between two fingers. "This tiny silver one is worth twenty-five."

"Yes," he said.

"That is nonsense," she said firmly.

Luna arranged the coins in neat little rows, memorizing them by size and color. Raven was faster with the bills, not because she cared more about money but because she liked symbols, the whole odd performance of value. She kept flipping the paper over and squinting at the designs.

"It all looks very official," she said. "And yet very easy to burn."

Ben looked at her. "Raven."

"I'm just observing!" she said.

He ran them through fake transactions for half an hour. Candle costs twelve dollars. Customer hands you a twenty. What change do you give? Sage got impatient and said she'd just hand over a handful of silver and let fate sort it out. Luna insisted on doing the arithmetic correctly every time. Raven charmed her way through mistakes by smiling at Ben until he made her do it again. Then came the bigger problem.

"The phone number of the store," Ben said, writing it down. "My number. Home address. You need to know these."

Luna leaned forward immediately. Sage made a face. Raven took the pen and copied both numbers onto the pad with surprisingly elegant handwriting.

"I can memorize them," Luna said.

"I know you can,” Ben said. “I’d still like for you to write them down."

Sage looked at the page like it had insulted her. "Why must everything important be made of numbers in this century?"

"Because God hates us," Ben said, rolling his eyes.

Raven laughed. "You really are adapting well to being our provider."

Ben shrugged, suddenly more aware of all three of them watching him. "Somebody has to make sure none of you accidentally pay the electric bill in quarters and moonwater."

He looked down at the legal pad. At the neat rows of practice numbers. At Raven's black hair falling over one shoulder as she leaned closer. At Sage upside down on the couch now, looking at the bills from the wrong angle because apparently furniture was only a suggestion. At Luna, composed and quiet, learning everything like it mattered.

Raven's expression softened first. She took the pen and tapped the page. "Just teach us properly."

He showed them how credit cards worked, which Sage immediately declared black magic. He explained sales tax, which offended all three on moral grounds, as we had no king to impose taxes. He showed them how to answer a store phone politely, and Raven demonstrated by picking up the TV remote and saying, in a smoky voice, "Nighttime Oddities, keeper of your darkest desires."

Ben closed his eyes. "Maybe less like a vampire hotline."

"I thought it was friendly," she protested.

"It was too friendly," Ben said. “On second thought though, maybe it was okay.”

Luna tried next, dry and calm. "Nighttime Oddities. Please do not steal anything."

Sage lost it laughing.

By the time the chicken came out of the oven, they had reached the point where all three could make change slowly, state the store number out loud, and describe their interests in ways that would not get Jolene fined by the health department.

Raven practiced first, hand to chest. "I enjoy nighttime, the color black, and helping people find beautiful things."

"Good," Ben said. "Very good."

Luna followed, a little more shyly. "I enjoy the full moon, magic, and learning."

"Perfect."

Then Sage folded her arms and shrugged. "I enjoy Ben's cooking."

Raven laughed into her hand. Luna smiled. Ben pointed a wooden spoon at Sage from the stove.

"Add one more thing."

Sage thought about it for a second. "And candles."

"Acceptable," he said, lowering the spoon.

They ate at the table with the windows open to the evening. Roasted chicken, buttery potatoes, green beans with garlic. Nothing fancy. It still felt like a small celebration.

The witches kept circling back to the same subject: Work.

What time Raven should leave. What people wore. Whether customers would understand their accents if they got excited. Whether Jolene would really pay cash or if that had somehow been another modern metaphor. Ben answered what he could and made up the rest with confidence he did not feel.

After dinner, he walked Raven through the route again on his phone map. Ten minutes on foot. A few turns. One tricky corner. He made her repeat it back to him until Sage accused him of sounding like a military officer.

"Tomorrow I'll drive you before work," he said.

Raven opened her mouth to protest on principle, then closed it when she saw he meant it.

"You don't have to," she said.

"I know," Ben replied. “I just want to make sure you’re safe.”

That was the whole point, and all four of them knew it.

Later, while Luna rinsed dishes and Sage dried them with the concentration of someone carrying out an assigned ritual, Ben went digging through the hall closet and a box in the upstairs office nook.

He knew he still had an old phone somewhere. Not good, not current, but functional. If he could get it charged, Raven could call him from the store. He would feel better if one line connected their worlds when he was stuck at work under fluorescent lights pretending pivot tables mattered.

He found it in a cardboard box under old cables, college notebooks, and a charger for a different camera he no longer owned.

"Ha," he said softly.

The phone was scratched and ancient by modern standards, but it still powered on once he got it plugged in.

Raven appeared in the doorway in time to see the screen light up. "You found obedient glowing glass for me!"

Ben looked over his shoulder. "For all of you. Emergency use."

She came in and stood close beside him, looking at the old phone like it might be a talisman. "So if something goes wrong tomorrow, I can summon you."

Ben handed her the phone. "Yeah. Exactly."

Raven curled her fingers around it and looked up at him. "Nothing will go wrong. But feels good, knowing I have this."

He smiled a little. "I know. I'd still like the option."

Downstairs, Sage said that Luna was cheating at drying because she kept reorganizing the clean dishes by height. Luna called back that this was not cheating, this was civilization.

Raven smiled at the sounds, then leaned up and kissed Ben lightly on the mouth.

"You're very good at this," she murmured.

"At what?" he asked.

"Being our protector,” she said.

Before he could answer, she slipped back downstairs with the phone in her hand.

Ben stood there a second longer, then looked at the charging cord, the glowing screen, the old practical part of his life making room for the new one piece by piece.

Tomorrow morning, Raven would go to Nighttime Oddities. And tomorrow, for the first time since the portal opened, Ben would leave them alone long enough for something to happen without him there to stop it.


Chapter fifteen


Ben woke before his alarm because somebody was touching his face.

He came awake slowly, not to panic this time but to warm skin and the smell of shampoo and sleep. Raven sat cross-legged beside him on the bed, black hair falling over one shoulder, blue eyes intent as she traced one fingertip down the line of his jaw like she was making sure he was still there.

"That is a dangerous way to wake a man," he murmured.

She smiled. "It worked, though."

On his other side, Sage made a sleepy irritated sound and shoved her face deeper into the pillow. Luna, already awake, lay propped on one elbow a little farther down the bed, watching him with that quiet look of hers that always made him feel a little more seen than he was ready for.

Tuesday. The thought landed like a brick. He had to go to work.

Ben groaned and rolled onto his back. "I hate everything."

Sage lifted one hand without opening her eyes and patted his stomach. "That’s the spirit."

Raven leaned down and kissed him lightly. "You have to teach me the phone before I go conquer commerce."

That got him sitting up. Work for Raven. His work too, unfortunately. The old phone. The route. The number.

He looked around the room, at the three women wearing t-shirts in his bed, the dog bed in the corner, the black sundresses hanging over the chair from last night, and for one stupid second he considered calling out sick forever and becoming a full-time house husband to magical goth women.

Then his mortgage drifted across his mind and ruined it.

"Okay," he said, pushing a hand through his hair. "Everybody up. We are doing breakfast and emergency communications."

Murphy, hearing movement downstairs and apparently deciding breakfast was the most sacred of all modern systems, barked once from the hall.

Ben threw on shorts and a T-shirt and headed for the kitchen with the witches trailing after him in various stages of wakefulness. He moved fast and got bacon in the pan, eggs in a bowl bread in the toaster, and coffee brewing. Perhaps tomorrow he’d try a new breakfast.

The old phone charged on the counter beside a torn piece of notebook paper and a pen. He had written his number down in big clear digits already, then the house number under it, then the store number one more line down.

Raven saw the paper first. "My spell sheet!"

"Your emergency contacts," Ben said. "Different kind of magic."

Luna picked it up carefully and read the numbers under her breath. Sage poured herself orange juice like she'd been dreaming of it all night, then squinted at the phone.

"It still looks too small to be useful," she said.

"It is useful," Ben said. "It’s an iPhone 5, it’s perfectly useful. You just have to stop expecting all powerful objects to be dramatic."

"I don't expect that," Sage protested.

Raven looked at the black rectangle on the counter. "You absolutely do."

Breakfast happened fast and a little messy because they were all on a clock now. Ben showed Raven the old phone between bites of eggs and sips of coffee.

"This button wakes it up. This one goes back. Do not press random things unless you want to be somewhere weird."

Raven nodded, her face a mask of focus.

He tapped in his contact and saved it under BEN. Then, because he knew her, he added a little dog emoji next to it.

Raven gasped when she saw it. "You drew Murphy into the glass."

"It's an icon," Ben said.

"I like him there."

He handed the phone to her. She held it in both hands and looked from the screen to the paper and back again. "And to summon you, I touch your name."

"Exactly."

Luna leaned in over her shoulder, silver hair brushing Raven's arm. Sage stood at Ben's side with a piece of bacon in her mouth, watching like this was military training for idiots.

"Let's practice," Ben said.

Raven touched his name.

A second later Ben's actual phone buzzed in his pocket. Raven looked delighted enough to make the whole thing worth it.

"I did it!" she exclaimed.

"You did," Ben said.

She frowned at the old phone. "Why is yours making noise if I'm the one holding the magic?"

"Because it calls my phone," he explained.

"Yes, but why doesn't my hand vibrate too?"

Ben laughed and stole a piece of toast off her plate. "One revelation at a time, okay?"

He made her practice three more times. Then he made Luna do it. Then Sage, who acted bored but smiled when she got it right on the first try.

"Now this part matters," Ben said, tapping the paper. "If for some reason the contact disappears, you have my number written down. Keep this with the phone."

Raven folded the paper carefully and tucked it into the back of the phone case like a holy text.

"I will guard it with my life," she said.

"Well, let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that,” Ben said.

He checked the time and felt his stomach sink. He was going to be late if he didn't leave now. Worse, he had to drop Raven at Nighttime Oddities first, which he wanted to do anyway. It just meant the office would get his least charitable version of him. Not that the office deserved anything better.

He stood and reached for his keys. "All right. Raven, shoes. Luna, Sage, keep the phone nearby. If anything goes wrong, call me. If Murphy learns to use the microwave, definitely call me."

Sage shrugged. "He seems ambitious. I’ll keep an eye on him."

Raven came to him at once, slipping into the black flats Jolene had sold them and then looking up expectantly. The eagerness in her face was a beautiful sight.

On the drive over, Raven talked the whole way.

About whether customers preferred honesty or theater. About whether she should mention moon phases if asked. About how much she liked Jolene's eyeliner. About whether stores always had music playing from nowhere or only fashionable ones.

Ben answered between turns. "Honesty with seasoning," he said.

"What does that mean?" she asked.

"It means don't tell them your first impulse. Tell them the version that makes them buy candles."

Raven laughed. "You are devious."

"I worked in customer service at nineteen,” he said. “Ultimately, the only thing that matters is selling."

When he pulled up in front of Nighttime Oddities, the black-painted windows still looked like a joke the universe had told specifically for them. Raven turned in her seat and looked at the shop like it was the gates of a new life.

Then she looked back at him. For the first time that morning, some of the brightness in her expression gave way to nerves. Ben saw it at once. He reached over and squeezed her hand.

"You'll be fine."

She squeezed back. "I know. I just want to be excellent."

"Start with on time and no blood references. Excellence can come later," Ben advised.

That made her laugh. He leaned over and kissed her quickly, because he wanted to and because she looked like she needed the steadiness of it.

When he pulled away, Raven touched her lips and smiled. "I'll call if disaster strikes."

“Do that,” Ben said. “Alright, they don’t open until noon, so I’m taking you back home. You remember how to get here?”

She nodded.

Ben turned around and drove the most direct path home, the one she would walk. When he arrived there she kissed him again, this time more tenderly. She looked deeply into his eyes, then kissed him again.

She finally got out of the car, black sundress swaying above her knees, and headed for the rowhome. Just before she opened the door, she turned and gave him a little wave.

Ben waved back, then drove toward the office already feeling split down the middle. As expected, by the time he got to his cubicle, Craig was waiting.

Because of course he was.

Craig stood with a yellow legal pad tucked under one arm and a coffee in his hand, the human embodiment of bad timing. "Ben. Glad you're here."

Ben dropped his bag under the desk. "That makes one of us."

Craig smiled as if Ben had said something cute. "Quick update. Deadlines have moved."

Ben stopped halfway into his chair. "Moved how? Where?"

"Up." Craig said it like nothing in the world was wrong.

Ben sighed loudly. "Of course they did."

Craig ignored that. "Leadership wants revised numbers by the end of the day. And we're going to need a little extra effort from everyone this week."

There it was. Ben could hear the next part before Craig said it.

"So," Craig went on, "I'll need you to stay late tonight and probably come in a few hours this weekend."

Ben looked at him.

A week ago, maybe even a few days ago, he would have started mentally rearranging his life around that sentence before the conversation ended. He would have been angry and tired and still done it.

Now all he could think about was Raven in front of a cash register for the first time, Luna and Sage at his house with an old phone and a dog, three women waiting for him to come home because home had somehow become a shared word.

"I can't stay late," Ben said firmly.

Craig blinked. "You have plans?"

"Yes," Ben said.

Craig gave a little laugh. "Ben, I need more than that."

"No," Ben said, calmer now. "You don't. This is my job, not my life."

Something in Craig's face tightened. "We're all making sacrifices here."

Ben opened his laptop. "Then good luck to all of us."

For a second he thought Craig might push until this became a real scene in the middle of the cubicles. Instead Craig did that pinched manager thing where annoyance had to disguise itself as concern.

"We'll revisit this later," he said.

"Can't wait," Ben muttered without looking up..

Craig walked off, already pretending to be happy when he stopped by someone else’s cubicle with the same line of bullshit.

Ben sat down and looked at the spreadsheet waiting on his monitor. Numbers, color coding, deadlines that had apparently been sucked forward in time by some evil office wizard. He worked because the work still had to get done, but his mind kept drifting.

To the phone in Raven's hand. To Luna quietly memorizing numbers at his table. To Sage pretending not to care while watching everything intently.

His own phone stayed faceup beside the keyboard. He secretly hoped and waited for it to ring.

At eleven-thirty, it buzzed with a spam call. Ben nearly lunged for it before seeing the unknown number and swearing under his breath.

At twelve-forty, it buzzed again. This time it was the old phone.

He answered immediately. "Hey there."

A voice exploded into his ear.

"HELLO BEN!"

Half the people in nearby cubicles looked up.

Ben yanked the phone away from his head and then put it back carefully. "Raven, you do not have to yell."

A clatter came through the line. Then Raven, somehow even louder, shouted, "OKAY!"

He closed his eyes. Across the aisle, somebody was openly listening now.

"How's it going?" he asked in a lower voice, because maybe some of that energy would transmit through the signal.

"Wonderfully," Raven said. Her normal speaking voice was still too enthusiastic for a phone, but at least it no longer threatened structural damage. "There are so many customers here!"

Ben frowned. "Already?"

"Yes. They keep coming in," she said.

In the background he heard Sage too, clearly not at the house. "HELLO BEN!"

He turned slightly in his chair. "Sage? Why are you there?"

"Because I wanted to see Raven conquer commerce!"

Another voice, drier and farther off, almost certainly Jolene. "Please stop shouting into the phone like it's 1912."

Ben rubbed his forehead. "Okay. Good, great. Are you safe?"

"Very safe," Raven said. "Also people are handing us money and I think I'm excellent at this."

That should have reassured him. Instead something about the way she said it prickled at the back of his neck.

He heard a strange low hum through the phone then, almost like a fluorescent light, except warmer somehow. Layered under voices. Under the movement.

"What do you mean people are handing you money?" he asked.

There was a tiny pause.

"Ben," Raven said carefully, "that is generally how shops work, right?"

He narrowed his eyes at his monitor though he was no longer seeing it. "Raven."

Another pause.

In the background Sage whooped, "NEW DRESSES!"

Then several other voices, all at once and weirdly cheerful, echoed, "New dresses!"

Ben sat up straight.

"What," he said slowly, "is going on in that store?"

Silence on the line, except for the hum.

Then Raven said, with suspicious innocence, "Our shift is going very well. That’s all. I think Jolene is having her best day ever."

Ben stared ahead at the spreadsheet while a cold, familiar kind of certainty settled in.

The witches were absolutely doing something. And whatever it was, he was going to have to deal with it the second he got off work.


Chapter sixteen


Ben lowered the phone a little and stared at it like maybe the answer would crawl out of the speaker on its own.

Across the cubicles, keyboards kept clacking. Somebody coughed. A printer started up again with the steady confidence of a machine that had never had to worry about three witches accidentally mind-controlling a retail district.

He put the phone back to his ear. "Raven," he began.

"Yes?" she said, much too brightly.

"Are you using magic on the customers?"

The line went quiet.

“Um,” she said.

Ben leaned back in his chair and looked up at the drop ceiling. "Raven."

From the phone, very faintly, he heard Sage whisper, "Don't answer that."

Then Raven, whispering badly, "I wasn't going to."

Ben pinched the bridge of his nose. "I can still hear you."

Another little burst of background noise hit the line. A bell over the shop door. Several overlapping voices. A woman saying, "Oh wow, this obsidian candle holder feels really important to me." A man somewhere farther off asking whether black nail polish came in a matte finish.

Raven came back at full volume. "There are a ton of customers."

"I gathered that," Ben said.

"It's very busy," Raven said.

"Also gathered."

He kept his voice low, partly so the office wouldn't hear and partly because if he let his real level of alarm into it, he'd start sounding like a parent getting a call from summer camp after a fire. "Tell me exactly what's happening."

This time when Raven hesitated, he knew. He just knew.

Not full mind control. She wasn't cruel enough for that and Luna would have stopped her. But something. A nudge. A little tilt of the room. A whisper in the back of the human brain that said yes, actually, I do need a velvet moon-phase tote bag and a seven-dollar vial of "protection oil."

"Raven," he said, with the patience of a man trying not to lose his health insurance in front of his coworkers. "Come on."

Her sigh came through the phone warm and dramatic. "I can't help it. These people are astonishingly easy to influence."

Ben closed his eyes.

Beside him, a coworker in a Baltimore Ravens tie looked over, interested in spite of himself. Ben turned his chair a little toward the cubicle wall.

"What does that mean?" he asked.

"It means," Raven said, sounding both defensive and delighted, "I only gave the room the tiniest little encouragement. Barely anything. A brush, really. A soft nudge toward beauty and commerce."

In the background Sage shouted, "NEW DRESSES!"

A beat later, several other voices shouted with unnerving enthusiasm, "New dresses!"

Ben sat up straight. "Why are the customers yelling that?"

Raven lowered her voice. Barely. "Sage may have gotten carried away."

"May have?"

"I think one man bought three scarves and a decorative skull because she told him his aura looked underdressed."

Ben stared at the spreadsheet on his screen without seeing it. "Raven. You cannot enchant a whole store because you want new dresses."

"We also want cardigans," Sage called from somewhere near the phone.

Jolene's drier voice cut in behind them. "No chanting in aisle three, please."

A register drawer slammed. Somebody laughed. The strange humming undertone Ben had noticed before still threaded through the call, subtle but there, like static in warm air.

He swallowed a groan. "Is Luna doing this too?"

Raven paused. "Luna says we're being ethically messy."

"That is the most Luna sentence imaginable," Ben said.

"She is still helping with the sales, though,” Raven added.

"Raven."

"What? She's making people feel emotionally understood. It's very effective."

Ben pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead. Of course it was effective. Of course three hunted witches dropped into a novelty occult shop would accidentally turn it into a supernatural QVC event.

He heard another customer through the phone, this one older, nasal, and oddly cheerful. "Do you think this black shirt with the horned goat fellow is maybe too much for Bible study?"

Raven answered away from the phone with professional confidence. "Not at all. Especially with fishnets. You’ll look absolutely lovely!"

Ben's eyes snapped open. "What was that?"

"Customer service," Raven said.

He almost laughed. Almost. The problem was, part of him could see it perfectly, Raven behind the counter in her black sundress and easy smile, blue eyes bright, moving through the store like she had been born to sell moon candles to suburban women and cursed jewelry to lonely men.

That did not make it okay, though.

"You need to stop," he said.

A little silence again. Not defiant this time. More reluctant.

Raven came back softer. "Ben."

"No."

"They're happy," Raven said.

"That is not the point."

"It is a little the point."

He looked at the monitor. Another email from Craig had landed while he'd been on the phone. Subject line: Need this revised ASAP. Ben felt something ugly and tired pull tight inside him.

He was trapped under fluorescent lights arguing about sales enchantment while his boss treated him like office furniture and three women he cared about more than was probably wise were out in the city bending reality for cashmere and goth accessories.

"Raven," he said quietly, "I know you think this is harmless."

"It mostly is," she said.

"Mostly is not a great phrase when you're magically nudging strangers in Baltimore."

She huffed. "You keep saying Baltimore like it explains every danger."

"It explains a decent percentage."

That got a brief laugh out of her, then she sobered up. "We're safe."

He latched onto that at once. "Are you safe?"

"Yes."

"Nobody bothering you? Nobody weird?"

Sage shouted into the phone again, apparently from three inches away. "BEN, A MAN BOUGHT LINGERIE."

Ben jerked the phone away from his ear. "Sage!"

Raven's laughter burst through the speaker, bright and impossible not to hear. "He did."

"I did not need that update."

"He seems very shy," Raven said. "We think his girlfriend will enjoy it."

"That is not helping."

Another voice in the background, older, female, and syrupy sweet in a way that sounded wrong. "Young lady, where did you say the pentagram coasters were?"

Sage answered, "By the seasonal devil decor, honey."

Ben let his head fall back against the chair. This was his life now. Might as well learn to enjoy it so it wouldn’t stress him out so much.

He lowered his voice again. "Listen to me. Don't cast anything stronger, okay? No deeper enchantments. No making people empty their bank accounts for a ceramic raven lamp. Don’t hurt anyone."

Raven sounded offended. "I would never. That's tacky."

"Raven."

"Fine,” she said with a groan. “Gentle encouragement only."

He opened his mouth, then stopped. That was not a victory. That was him negotiating acceptable levels of consumer sorcery in the middle of a workday. He hated how quickly it already felt normal.

"Ben?" Raven said.

"Yeah."

Her voice softened. "You're upset."

"I'm at work getting bullied by Craig while you all turn a goth gift shop into a magical casino."

That made her laugh again, smaller this time. "You should see Jolene's face."

"I probably will, because as soon as I get off, I'm coming there," he said.

In the background Sage whooped. "Good! Bring money for new dresses!"

Ben closed his eyes. "No one spends anything until I get there, okay?"

From farther back, multiple customers in strange cheerful unison shouted, "New dresses!"

Raven said, "That may be difficult."

He gave up and laughed into his free hand, just once, because the alternative was standing up in the office and walking directly into traffic.

The coworker in the Ravens tie looked over again. "Everything okay?"

Ben looked at him, then back at the phone, then at the spreadsheet. "You know what, Todd? Weirdly, no."

Todd nodded like that was fair and turned back to his monitor.

Ben brought the phone back to his ear. "Raven, seriously. Are you safe?"

"Very safe."

"You too, Sage?" he asked.

Sage grabbed the phone long enough to bark, "Very safe!"

Then Raven again. "See? Safe."

Ben looked out over the cubicles, over the stale office carpet and gray walls and all the little boxes people sat in while their actual lives happened somewhere else. He suddenly wanted out of it with a force that almost made his chest hurt.

"This is Baltimore," he said. "So you can't be too safe. If anybody gets weird, if anyone scares you, if a customer follows you outside, if anything feels wrong, you call me immediately. Understood?"

Raven's answer came quick and warm. "Understood. That’s why we have you, after all."

He swallowed once. "Yeah. Well. Use the phone if you need me."

"We will."

He should have hung up then. Gotten back to work. Pretended numbers mattered for another few hours. Instead he sat there listening to the store through the line for a moment longer.

The bell over the door. Jolene saying, "No, ma'am, that skull is decorative, not dishwasher safe." A man asking if black incense made a room feel sexier. Sage answering, "Only if you're interesting enough." Luna's voice at last, quiet and calm and somehow carrying even through the noise, "The moon journals are on the left."

Ben smiled before he could stop himself. Raven caught it anyway. He could hear it in her tone.

"You're smiling," she said.

"Am not," Ben lied.

"Liar."

"I have to go," Ben said.

"I know," Raven replied. “We’ll be here waiting. Hey. We miss you."

Ben paused for a moment. “I miss you too. All of you.”

Raven made a kissing noise, then hung up the phone. Ben sat there for a moment, bewildered and realizing he was developing quite the crush on these women.

Then Craig appeared at the edge of his cubicle like a punishment summoned by name.

"Ben, did you see my email?" he asked, once again far too friendly.

Ben looked up at him. For the first time, Craig did not feel like the center of pressure in his life. Just one more guy demanding things from a man who suddenly had better reasons to say no.

"Yep," Ben said.

"And?"

Ben set his phone down beside the keyboard with deliberate care. "And I'll get to it after I finish what I'm already doing."

Craig's mouth tightened. "That timeline doesn't work for me."

Ben almost said too bad. The words made it all the way to his teeth. He bit them back, barely.

"Then revise the timeline," he said instead.

Craig stared at him, his mouth going to a tight line. Maybe Ben should have cared. He didn’t.

Instead Ben thought about a crowded little goth shop ten minutes from his house, about Raven unable to help herself, about Sage shouting new dresses and customers somehow joining in, about Luna trying to keep the whole thing from drifting fully into moral chaos.

By five o'clock he was going there. There was no other version of the day now.

Craig was still talking. Something about expectations. Team flexibility. Shared accountability.

Ben looked at the spreadsheet again, then at his phone. His life was becoming impossible to separate into neat columns. Work in one box. Home in another. Feelings in a third. Responsibilities in a fourth. None of it held anymore. The witches had crashed through all those walls the same way they'd crashed through his living room.

And the worst part, or maybe the best, was that he did not want the walls back.

Craig finally stopped talking.

Ben blinked. "Sorry. Did you need something specific?"

Craig let out a slow breath through his nose. "We'll discuss this later, in my office."

Ben nodded and turned back to the monitor before Craig could see the impatience on his face.

He worked. Not because Craig deserved it. Because leaving cleanly would be easier if the urgent things were at least less urgent. But every few minutes his eyes slid back to the phone.

At three-thirteen, a text came through from the old phone.

NEW DRESSES!

A second later another.

JOLENE SAYS WE MADE MORE MONEY IN ONE DAY THAN SHE USUALLY MAKES ALL WEEK!

Then, a moment later.

I ONLY GENTLY ENCOURAGED THEM.

Ben stared at the messages. A laugh escaped him before he could stop it.

The woman in the next cubicle looked over the partition. "You okay?"

He set the phone facedown and shook his head, smiling despite himself. "As good as I can be, here in cubicleville.”

Then he looked at the clock. Two more hours.

After that, he was going straight to Nighttime Oddities to see what the witches had done to the modern economy.


Chapter seventeen


By four-thirty, Ben had checked the time so often that even pretending to work felt dishonest.

Craig had drifted by twice more with the kind of hovering presence that made Ben want to install a sprinkler system in his cubicle. The spreadsheet on his screen was technically getting updated. Whether any of it would matter by tomorrow was another question. His phone sat beside the keyboard, silent now, which somehow made things worse.

Too quiet from Raven usually meant Raven was busy. Busy could mean charming customers. Busy could mean accidentally starting a cult around scented candles.

At five-oh-two, Craig appeared at the wall of Ben's cubicle again.

"Before you head out," Craig said, "I'm going to need you to stay another hour and help close the gap on these revisions. I also need to see you in my office. We need to talk about your dedication to this company and its shareholders."

Ben didn't even look up right away. He finished typing one sentence into an email, hit send, and only then turned his chair.

"I can't," he said.

Craig crossed his arms. "You keep saying that."

"Because I keep meaning it."

"Ben, we all have obligations," Craig said.

The words were mild, but his tone under them wasn't. Ben felt that old pressure rising again, the one that usually got him to cave just to avoid the argument. But this time it ran into something solid on the way up.

A little black phone in Raven's hand. Luna memorizing numbers at the kitchen table. Sage upside down on his couch, declaring taxes a moral failure. Three women waiting in a house that no longer felt empty when he wasn't in it.

He stood up.

"It’s five o’clock,” Ben said. “I’m going home.”

Craig blinked. "Excuse me?"

"I've been here all day. I did the revisions you dumped on me, I answered the emails you sent on a Sunday like a man being hunted by Outlook, and I'm done."

A few nearby heads had lifted. Ben didn't care enough to lower his voice.

Craig gave him a tight smile, the one that meant his patience was purely decorative. "This is not a good look, Ben."

Ben grabbed his bag. "Then don't look at it."

Craig stared at him for a moment, clearly waiting for him to back down. When Ben didn't, the smile vanished.

"We'll discuss this tomorrow," Craig said. “And I must inform you that this will go on your quarterly review.”

"Fantastic," Ben said. "Gives me something to live for."

Then he walked out before Craig could turn it into one more meeting.

His pulse was up by the time he reached the parking garage. Adrenaline, anger, relief, all of it mixed together ugly and hot. He drove faster than he should have through Baltimore traffic, muttering at brake lights, checking the phone at red lights even though he knew that was stupid, and getting more irritated every time there wasn't a new message.

By the time he pulled up behind the house, he was keyed up enough to expect anything. The porch looked normal, though. No smoke. No police. No crowd in black fishnets chanting outside. Good signs.

He got inside and Murphy launched himself at his knees.

"Hey, buddy." Ben crouched long enough to scratch his ears. "How bad is it?"

Murphy wagged like the answer was yes. The living room was quiet, other than the dog. Too quiet for all three witches to be home. Ben straightened and looked around.

Only one pair of black flats by the couch. Only one black cardigan folded over the armrest.

Luna stood in the kitchen doorway holding a mug in both hands. For half a second he just looked at her.

She wore the same black sundress from this morning, but with the cardigan over it now, sleeves pushed up to her elbows. Her silver-blonde hair was loose, falling pale over her shoulders. She looked calm in the way moonlight looked calm. Not empty, not distant. Steady.

"Hey," Ben said. "Where are the other two?"

Luna lowered the mug slightly. "Still at the shop."

He frowned. "Both of them?"

She nodded. "Sage wanted to see the chaos through to its natural end."

That got a tired laugh out of him. "Of course she did."

He dropped his keys in the bowl by the door and loosened his shoulders for the first time since noon. "You okay here by yourself?"

"Yes," she said. "I made tea."

"You made tea," he repeated.

Luna held up the mug a little. "The kettle and I have reached an understanding."

Ben smiled. "I'm proud of you."

Color touched her cheeks. "I wasn't certain if that was a joke."

"It wasn't," Ben said. “I know this world is new and frustrating and confusing to you. I’m proud of you for all the things you’ve done.”

Murphy wandered over to lean against Luna's leg like he had appointed himself emotional support for both of them. She absently rested one hand on his head and looked at Ben with that quiet searching expression of hers.

"You had a bad day," she said.

Ben shrugged. "Eh. I had a day."

She nodded as if that explained enough. "Then sit."

He did, because the truth was he was more tired than angry now. He sank onto the couch, elbows on his knees for a second, and let his mood settle. The lamp was on. The TV was off. It smelled faintly like tea and dog and whatever perfume clung to the witches' dresses. It smelled like home, which was still a weird enough thought to catch him off guard.

Luna came over and handed him the mug.

"Careful," she said. "I may have made it stronger than intended."

Ben took a sip. It was hot and dark and definitely stronger than intended.

He looked up at her. "This could wake the dead."

"I thought that was the goal," she said with a wink.

She sat beside him, close but leaving him room. Luna always seemed to know the difference between closeness and crowding without having to think about it. Raven came at him like warmth. Sage came at him like heat. Luna came at him like relief.

For a minute they just sat there. Then, Luna reached out and placed a gentle hand on his thigh.

"Thank you," she said.

Ben turned toward her. "For what?"

"For all of it. You’ve really worked hard to take care of us since we arrived here."

He gave the mug a small turn in his hands. "It’s been a lot, but I enjoy it. I enjoy all of you."

She smiled at that.

Ben looked down into the tea. "You don't have to keep thanking me, you know."

Luna tucked one leg under herself and faced him a little more fully. "I know. I still want to, though."

He glanced at her then, and the look on her face stopped him from brushing it off. She wasn't doing what Raven did, turning sincerity into flirtation before it got too vulnerable. She wasn't doing what Sage did, pretending nerve was bravado. Luna was just saying what she felt.

"You took us in before you had answers," she said. "You keep choosing us before you know what it costs you. Men notice beauty all the time. That isn't rare. Care is much more so."

Ben rubbed a thumb against the side of the mug. "I don't know if I'm doing any of this right. I’m trying my best, though."

Luna's smile was small but genuine. "That may be part of why it feels real."

He huffed a laugh. "Great. My incompetence is charming."

"Only in measured amounts."

That got a real laugh out of him, the kind that shook some of the day loose. When it faded, Luna was still watching him.

"You look after everyone," she said. "Raven fills the room. Sage demands things. Even Murphy behaves as if your existence is expected."

Murphy thumped his tail once without shame.

Luna's fingers moved lightly through the fur at his neck. "You keep moving toward the next problem. You make food, plans, you solve problems."

Ben looked at her. "You say that like you've been taking notes."

"I have."

There was no flirtatious smile with it. Just the truth again. That was what got him with Luna. She said quiet things like they were simple and then left him to deal with the effect.

He set the mug down on the coffee table.

"And what do your notes say?" he asked.

Luna tilted her head. "That no one takes care of you unless you ask. And you rarely ask."

He leaned back against the couch and let out a breath. "I guess I've had practice."

With being alone, he didn't say. With doing the next thing because there was no one else to do it. With not making his needs anybody else's problem. Luna seemed to hear the whole unsaid part anyway.

Luna set her mug down too, turned toward him, and put one hand lightly on his chest.

"Then let me," she said.

Ben looked at her hand first, pale fingers against his work shirt, then up at her face.

He covered her hand with his. "Luna."

"I know."

She leaned in and kissed him.

It wasn't Raven's teasing sweetness or Sage's hungry heat. Luna kissed like she was telling the truth with her mouth. Gentle at first, careful, then deeper when he answered her. Her tongue was just as soft and delicate as her skin. Her other hand came up to his jaw. Ben's hand slid to her waist without thinking, feeling the line of the sundress, the warmth under it, the way she drew a quiet breath when his thumb brushed the curve there.

He kissed her again, slower. She shifted closer on the couch until her thigh touched his. Then her hip. Then her whole body fit along one side of his like she'd been aiming for that exact space from the start.

Murphy sighed and got off the couch like a gentleman leaving the room.

Ben smiled against Luna's mouth. "Even the dog has better instincts than me."

A breath of laughter escaped her, then she kissed him again.

The kiss deepened without either of them rushing it. Ben felt the softness of her through the dress, the cooler silk of her hair under his hand when he slid his fingers into it, the way her breathing changed when he kissed the long pale line of her throat.

She made a soft sound and tipped her head back.

He moved lower, kissed the hollow at the base of her neck, and felt her hands tighten on his shoulders. She was warm now, flushed, but still all that quietness was there. It just had heat beneath it.

Ben drew back enough to look at her. "You okay?"

"Yes," she said.

Luna actually let out a small laugh of delight, then leaned forward and kissed him as if the laugh had made room for bravery.

They ended up half tangled on the couch, his arm behind her, her leg drawn over his, the cardigan slipping off one shoulder. Her dress had ridden up enough to show her smooth pale thighs under the black fabric, and Ben's blood was doing stupid things about it.

His hand went to her thigh and he gently ran his fingers up her skin. He felt her tense up slightly, then relax.

Ben stopped immediately. "Too much?"

She looked down, then back at him, blue eyes wide and a little shaken. "No. Maybe. I don't know."

He brushed her hair back from her face. "We don't have to know right now."

Something vulnerable moved across her expression then, so brief he almost missed it. Relief, maybe. Relief mixed with frustration at herself for needing it.

"I want to be brave about this," she said quietly.

"You are brave," Ben said. “You’re in an entirely new world, remember?”

"That is not the same."

"No," Ben said. "It isn't."

He kissed her forehead. Then her cheek. Then the corner of her mouth when she turned toward him again.

Luna let out a small breath and rested her forehead against his. "Where I come from, fear always meant danger was near."

Ben's hand stayed warm at her waist. "And here?"

She closed her eyes for a second. "Here I think fear might mean I want something, but I don’t have the experience or knowledge on how to get it and do it right."

He swallowed. That might have been the hottest thing anybody had ever said to him, and it was also somehow the saddest.

"We can take our time," he said.

Luna nodded. "I know."

He believed that she did. More than Sage would have, maybe. Luna heard the actual offer in it, not the retreat. That changed something. In him too.

They stayed there another minute, not pushing farther. Just close. Her hand over his heart. His hand at her back. The room warm around them.

Then Luna drew one slow breath and sat up.

Ben sat with her, helping settle the cardigan back over her shoulder, smoothing the hem of her dress down without comment. Luna looked at him with a faint smile, cheeks still pink.

"Thank you for stopping," she said.

He gave her a look. "Of course. I wouldn’t dare push past your boundaries,” he said.

The old phone buzzed on the coffee table, and both of them looked toward it. Ben reached over and grabbed it.

A text from Raven.

SHOP IS STILL INSANE. COME SEE.

A second later, another one. This one seemed like Sage.

BRING YOUR DISAPPROVING FACE. YOU'LL NEED IT

Ben let out a breath that was half laugh, half surrender. Luna leaned over to read the screen and smiled.

"That sounds like them," she said.

"It really does."

He stood and held a hand out to her. Luna took it and rose from the couch in one smooth motion.

For just a second she didn't let go. Her fingers stayed in his, cool and sure, and when Ben looked at her, he knew something had changed. Luna stepped in and kissed him one more time, soft and certain.

"We should go save Jolene," she said.

Ben grabbed his keys.

"Yeah," he said. "And probably the concept of ethical retail, if there’s any left there."

Together, hand in hand, they headed for the door.


Chapter eighteen


By the time Ben parked near Nighttime Oddities, he could feel the weird hum of the place from the sidewalk.

Not with magic, obviously. He was not suddenly psychic because two witches had kissed him and a third one kept threatening his self-control on a daily basis. But something was off.

The block looked ordinary enough. A guy in a Ravens hoodie smoked outside the vape shop. Somebody walked a tiny dog in a denim harness. Traffic rolled past in the thin golden light of early evening. Then Ben looked at Nighttime Oddities and saw a line of people waiting to get in.

He stopped dead and Luna nearly walked into his shoulder.

“Wow,” she said. "That seems new."

The black-painted storefront glowed under its crescent-moon sign. Through the front windows he could see movement everywhere, silhouettes passing back and forth, people crowded shoulder to shoulder inside. Every few seconds the door opened and the bell rang and another customer squeezed out holding a black shopping bag and wearing the sort of expression people usually reserved for a religious breakthrough or really good fries.

Ben stared. "What in God's name?"

Luna crossed her arms beneath her breasts, cardigan sleeves pushed to her elbows. "You did tell them not to cast anything stronger, right?"

"Yeah, and they answered like mob lawyers."

He pushed through the door and the little bell rang over absolute chaos. The shop was packed.

Every aisle had at least three customers in it. The candle wall had become a bottleneck. Somebody was waiting with an armful of black throw pillows. Another woman clutched six tiny bottles of moon water and looked deeply fulfilled by the purchase. The air was thick with incense, perfume, bodies, and a tingling pressure that made the hair on Ben's forearms rise.

Luna felt it too. He saw it in the way her eyes sharpened.

At the register, Jolene was ringing people up at a speed that suggested she had accepted fate and chosen efficiency over screaming. Raven stood beside her, radiant and guilty in equal measure, black hair glossy under the shop lights, blue eyes bright as she handed over tissue paper and bags. Sage prowled the floor like a very attractive little disaster in a black sundress, steering people toward displays with tiny motions of her hands and the smile of a woman getting away with something.

Ben took three steps in and nearly got hit by the first example.

An old woman with a beehive hairdo, a WWJD bracelet, and a T-shirt advertising her church was standing in front of a rack of tops, earnestly holding up a black shirt with a giant baphomet on it.

Raven nodded with total sincerity. "Honestly, I think it brings out your rebellious side."

The woman looked delighted. "You know, I have been wanting to branch out."

Ben just stared. He turned his head and found an old man who looked like Santa Claus, right down to the white beard and pink cheeks, except he was wearing a Miller Lite shirt and carefully examining a pack of tarot cards as if they contained the secrets of the universe.

Sage leaned in beside him. "You'll want the holographic deck. Better energy."

Santa nodded gravely. "I knew it. Thank you."

Ben closed his eyes for one second. When he opened them again, a twenty-something nerdy kid with glasses and braces was blushing his way through a display of black lingerie. Raven had somehow looped back around to him already.

"It's tasteful," she assured him.

The kid swallowed hard. "You think so?"

“Oh, absolutely,” Raven insisted. “And those crotchless panties are simply divine. Your girlfriend will love it."

He grabbed the set, his face beaming with happiness. Ben put a hand over his face.

Luna stood beside him in the doorway, taking it all in with a calm that looked increasingly strained. "This is worse than I expected."

"Same."

Jolene looked up from the register, saw him, and deadpanned, "Your witches are excellent at capitalism."

"They're not my—" Ben started, then gave up halfway through because there was no point pretending anything anymore. "How bad is it?"

Jolene rang up a skull-shaped soap dish without looking away. "I've made more in six hours than I usually make in a week, maybe two. Also I think aisle two is mildly enchanted."

Ben looked at aisle two. A middle-aged accountant-looking man in Dockers was holding a velvet raven throw pillow against his chest and murmuring, "It just speaks to me."

"Jesus Christ," Ben muttered.

Then Raven saw him.

Her whole face lit up. "Ben!"

Half the customers nearest the register turned and smiled at him too, for reasons that felt deeply incorrect.

Sage spotted him a second later and spread both arms. "You brought your disapproving face," she said with a big smile.

"I did," Ben said. "Glad you noticed."

He crossed the shop with Luna at his side, weaving between customers who all seemed one nudge away from buying matching black curtains and a ceremonial athame they absolutely did not know how to use. When he reached Raven, he lowered his voice.

"We need to talk," he said.

Raven smiled sweetly. "I assumed so."

"Now."

She handed a bag to a woman buying three crow figurines and a pentagram mug, then leaned closer to Ben. "We're working."

"You are weaponizing retail," he said.

Sage appeared on his other side, green eyes flashing with mischief. "Same thing."

Ben looked from one witch to the other. "Stop brainwashing these people with magic."

A customer near a candle display turned and said cheerfully, "No, they're lovely!"

Jolene did not even glance up. "You are currently addressing the problem inside the problem."

Ben took a slow breath and pursed his lips.

Raven folded her hands in front of her, looking entirely too innocent. "We're not brainwashing them."

"You absolutely are," Ben said.

“No,” Raven insisted. "We are gently encouraging them."

Sage nodded. "Tiny pushes. That's all."

Luna, beside him now, said quietly, "This doesn’t look tiny."

Sage glanced at her. "They're fine."

Ben pointed toward Santa Claus, who was now adding a black velvet pouch to his tarot purchase. "That man came in dressed like a barbecue dad and is leaving prepared to hex his HOA."

Raven followed his finger, considered it, then shrugged. "He needed the excitement. Besides, he’s buying that stuff for his wife to apologize to her."

Ben stared at her.

Sage crossed her arms. "Look, that guy earlier was screaming at his wife on the phone in the doorway before he came in. We nudged him toward a gift. He can spend a few bucks on someone other than himself."

She pointed toward the church-shirt woman, who was now buying fishnet gloves with her baphomet top.

"That woman had a sign outside two stores down saying everybody was going to burn in hell. Well, now she has a better shirt. Maybe it'll broaden her horizons."

Then Sage jerked her thumb toward the nerdy kid clutching lingerie at the register. "And that one loves his girlfriend but was too scared to buy her something fun. We helped. He’s probably going to get laid because of that, you know."

Ben opened his mouth, then shut it again. Because that was the problem: it felt wrong. Clearly wrong. But it was wrong in a way that kept tripping over weird pockets of accidental kindness.

Raven saw the hesitation and pounced on it immediately. "See?"

"No," Ben said, shaking his head. "I see how you're justifying it."

She leaned in, dropping her voice. "Ben, half these people walked in wanting to be someone else for five minutes. We merely assisted."

"I’m not sure if that helps,” Ben said.

Jolene finally looked up, cash drawer open in front of her. "For whatever it's worth, nobody seems distressed. Just extra gothic today."

Ben looked around again.

Nobody looked trapped. Nobody looked blank-eyed. They looked thrilled, to be honest. Emboldened to try something new. Like some buried dramatic impulse had gotten a free pass for the evening. A suburban dad was buying black taper candles and smiling nervously at his own courage. Two college girls were arguing over which moon mirror felt more "witchy but still apartment safe." A woman in scrubs had tears in her eyes while Luna quietly talked her through a set of little ritual bath salts.

Ben watched Luna for a second. She wasn't selling so much as soothing. The woman visibly relaxed under her voice.

He looked back at Raven. "How strong is this?"

Raven hesitated and gave a nervous smile.

"Raven," Ben said.

She sighed. "Broader than intended."

"How broad?" he asked.

Sage answered for her. "The whole shop."

Ben threw both hands up. "Of course the whole shop."

A customer passing by cheerfully squeezed his shoulder and said, "They're doing amazing."

"I know," Ben said to the ceiling.

The bell over the door rang again. Three more people came in.

Jolene looked at Ben across the counter. "If you shut this down right now, I will support you morally and resent you financially."

That actually made him laugh.

Raven touched his arm. "No one is being harmed."

"Fine," he said.

All three witches looked at him. Jolene stopped mid-scan.

Ben pointed at Raven first, then Sage. "No more widening it. No stronger pushes. You keep it exactly where it is until closing, then you drop it completely."

Sage blinked. "That's your ruling?"

"My ruling," Ben said, "is that I am containing the magical ethics disaster since apparently that's my job now."

Raven's mouth twitched. "You sound very authoritative."

"I am trying desperately to hold on to the concept of free will,” Ben said. He pointed toward the back of the store. "And after this shift, we sit down and make rules. Real ones, about magic. About customers, and money. All of it. Because if you three are going to live here, I am not doing surprise felony triage every week."

The witches went still in a way that had nothing to do with fear. Live here. Raven mouthed the words.

Ben had said versions of it before. But this landed in public, in front of Jolene, in front of the store, not as improvisation but as fact. Raven looked at him differently after that. Softer, and somehow brighter. Sage's expression sharpened into something almost proud. Luna's shoulders eased.

Jolene shut the register drawer. "Honestly, that's the most management I've seen all day."

Ben looked at her. "I hate that for me."

She nodded. "That’s reasonable."

Raven stepped closer. "So we finish the shift, then."

"You finish the shift," Ben agreed. "Without escalating anything."

Sage held up both hands. "No escalating."

From behind her, the Santa-looking man lifted his tarot cards and said, "Young lady, would a black velvet altar cloth be too much for game night? I do think my wife would like it. It’s got tassels!"

Sage glanced at Ben. Ben pinched the bridge of his nose.

"Just answer the question like a normal employee," he said.

Sage looked back at Santa. "Yes, it’s probably too much. But in a fun way that will go over well. It’ll be a conversation piece."

Santa looked delighted at that answer.

The rest of the shift passed in a blur of absurdity. Ben stayed, partly to supervise and partly because at this point leaving felt irresponsible. He helped bag purchases, and Luna handled customers who seemed more lonely than enchanted. Jolene worked the register like a war hero. Raven and Sage kept the magical pressure low enough that the buzz in the air slowly eased from active spellwork to lingering weirdness.

By closing, the store looked like a tiny black tornado had gone through it. Half the shelves were empty. The register drawer was stuffed with cash, with multiple stacks wrapped in rubber bands beneath the table. Jolene leaned against the counter and stared at the total on the screen like numbers were more magical than the spell the witches had cast.

"Twenty-two thousand one hundred and twelve dollars," she said in tones of disbelief.

Sage let out a victorious noise. Raven clapped once. Luna looked half relieved, half appalled.

Ben blinked. "In one day?"

Jolene nodded. "In one shift. We don’t close for another couple hours, but I think I’ll close early so I can restock."

She reached under the counter, counted out cash with practiced fingers, and handed each witch a small stack. Then she looked at Ben.

"I don't care what century they came from, or if they’re real witches or delusional," she said. "They’re staying here."

Raven beamed. Sage looked smug enough to start glowing. Luna took the cash and smiled with a bit of pride.

Ben looked at the money in their hands, then at the shelves, then at the three women who had fallen into his life and somehow turned part-time novelty retail into a supernatural economic event. Everything had just changed again. This would require some planning.

Outside, as they stepped into the cooling evening with the cash tucked safely away, Sage bumped his shoulder.

"So," she said, "new dresses?"

Ben looked at the three of them, flushed from victory and black-clad and beautiful under the streetlights, and knew exactly how the night was going to go.

"Yeah," he said. "New dresses for everyone."

Raven slipped her hand into his. Luna moved close on his other side. Sage grinned like trouble with a fresh paycheck.

And as they started walking home together, Ben realized the next problem waiting for him was not how to keep them. It was what happened after a win this big, when all four of them got back behind a locked door.

Except it wasn’t really a problem.


Chapter nineteen


They walked home like a small parade of trouble.

Raven had one hand in Ben's. Luna held his other. Sage kept drifting close enough to bump into Raven’s shoulder every few step. The three witches were flushed from victory, carrying cash and black shopping bags and the kind of bright energy that made people on the sidewalk glance over without quite knowing why.

Ben kept thinking about the folded bills in their bags and then looking at the three of them.

"You made about two thousand dollars," he said for what had to be the fifth time.

"Two thousand one hundred and twelve," Sage corrected.

"Still insane," Ben said, shaking his head.

Raven smiled up at him. "You sound half horrified and half proud."

"That's because I'm both," he said. “That’s a lot of money for one day.

Luna looked down at the cash in her own hand as if she still expected it to disappear. "This is more money than I have ever held, at least in this world.”

Ben grinned. “Yeah, well try not to spend it all on decorative skulls."

Sage shrugged. "No promises."

"You are exactly why we need rules," Ben said.

Sage waggled a finger at him. "Your rules made us richer."

"My rules kept you from turning the whole block into Hot Topic," Ben said.

Raven laughed. "And yet you still let us finish the shift."

He gave her a look. "You were already halfway to emptying the bank accounts of the whole block. I was minimizing damage."

She leaned against his arm as they walked. "You did well, protector."

He should not have liked hearing that as much as he did.

Back at the house, Murphy greeted them with frantic joy, nails scrabbling on the floor as he bounced around their legs. The witches all bent to pet him at once. Ben shut and locked the door behind them and felt the evening settle around the house, safe and private and a little charged.

Raven set her cash on the kitchen table and spread the bills out with delight. Sage did the same, less neatly. Luna counted hers twice, careful and precise.

Ben leaned on the counter and watched them. The kitchen light caught in Raven's black hair. Luna's silver-blonde strands kept sliding over one shoulder while she counted. Sage bit her lip in concentration, green eyes narrowed at the piles of twenties like she was sizing up an opponent. They looked good in victory. Almost too good, if such a thing was possible.

"So," Ben said, "before anybody uses magic to buy a motorcycle or a cursed mirror, we need to decide what happens with the money."

Raven looked up. "New dresses. You already agreed to that."

“Yes, you do need clothing,” Ben said. “So that’s a responsible answer."

"Even more dresses," Sage said with a grin.

Luna's mouth twitched. "Perhaps some practical things first."

Ben pointed at her. "Bingo."

Ben pushed himself off the counter. "All right, so practical stuff first. Clothes, maybe shoes that will be more comfortable for walking. Toiletries you actually like. Then we can discuss more dresses for the goth economy."

That seemed to satisfy them, at least enough that no one started chanting about Amazon.

Ben opened the fridge and looked at what he had. Chicken, vegetables, pasta, a little cream, Parmesan. Enough for a real dinner without much effort.

"Alright, I'm cooking dinner," he said.

Sage came up behind him at once and rested her chin on his shoulder. "You always say such lovely things to us."

He glanced sideways at her. "You say that to all your men?"

She smiled without moving. "Just the one I own."

The warmth of her against his back did nothing to help him focus. So did Raven stepping in on his left to inspect ingredients, and Luna moving to the sink to wash produce with that calm competent grace she was starting to bring to ordinary household things.

The kitchen became crowded quickly. Ben chopped garlic while Raven leaned on the counter and recounted the best customers of the day.

"The church woman really committed," she said. "By the end, I think she wanted eyeliner."

Sage snorted. "I still say the Santa man was my masterpiece."

"He bought a tarot deck and a velvet pouch," Ben said.

"No, he bought a future," Sage corrected.

Luna dried mushrooms with a dish towel and said, "The nurse was kind."

Ben looked at her. "The one with the bath salts?"

She nodded. "She was very tired. I think she only wanted someone to tell her she was allowed to rest. She’ll have a hot bath and feel better."

It was getting harder to pretend their magic was only mischief. The trouble with the witches was that even when they behaved badly, they kept colliding with tenderness. He recalled them speaking several times about healing people back in their home village.

Dinner came together fast. Creamy mushroom pasta with chicken, garlic, black pepper, enough Parmesan to make it feel indulgent. He plated it, they carried things to the table, Murphy stationed himself nearby in case some kind of chicken-related tragedy occurred.

The conversation stayed bright through dinner. They talked about the weird things people had bought. About Jolene's expression when the register kept climbing. About whether the old woman with the Baphomet shirt would actually wear it to Bible study or chicken out halfway.

When the plates were mostly empty and the money still sat stacked on the table beside the salt shaker, Raven looked at Ben over her glass.

"You were serious in the shop," she began.

"About which part?" he asked.

"About us living here," he said.

Ben set down his fork. "Yeah. I was."

Sage watched him with an unreadable look for once, no joke ready. Luna's fingers stilled around her water glass.

Ben looked at all three of them in turn. "I need rules because you're staying. That's not me trying to get rid of you. It's the opposite. I like you all quite a bit and I want you to stay."

Raven's expression softened immediately. Sage leaned back in her chair, some tension easing from her shoulders. Luna lowered her eyes for a second, then looked back up with that same quiet steadiness that kept undoing him.

"So we're really your household now," Raven said.

Ben thought about the shoes by the door, the extra mugs in the sink, the black dresses hanging over chairs, the fact that the house already felt wrong when all three of them weren't in it.

"Yeah," he said. "Looks like."

Sage smiled slowly. "Good."

After dinner they cleaned up together, bumping into each other in the kitchen and laughing about it, all four of them too keyed up to settle. Raven dried dishes badly and had to be corrected twice by Luna. Sage kept stealing kisses from Ben whenever he paused long enough to rinse a pan. Murphy watched the whole operation like management.

When the kitchen was finally clean, Ben opened his laptop at the table and ordered a few more black dresses and made sure to select express shipping.

Raven leaned over his shoulder and pointed at the screen. "That one."

Ben frowned. "That's almost identical to the last one."

"Yes,” she agreed. “But slightly different."

Sage pointed at another. "That one would flatter my ass."

"They all flatter your ass," Ben said.

She looked pleased at that comment. "Good," she said with a nod.

Ben clicked between listings. "Do any of you need underwear while I'm here?"

Sage made a face of pure bafflement. "Who wears underwear?"

Raven laughed into her hand. Luna's cheeks turned pink.

Ben looked at Sage. "Many, many people. Basically a civilization's worth."

She shrugged. "Sounds restrictive."

Ben left that one alone.

Raven glanced down at her own chest and then at the screen. "Perhaps in certain dresses. I could certainly benefit from some support."

Ben's eyes betrayed him for a second. Raven saw that, smiled, and looked even more pleased with herself.

He added nothing to the cart. He wasn’t familiar enough with bra sizing to make an educated guess. They’d head to a store later.

Later, after teeth were brushed and lights turned low and Murphy settled into his bed with a dramatic sigh, they all ended up in Ben's room. No one wanted distance tonight.

The money was tucked away in the dresser drawer. The house was quiet. The air in the room felt warm and close, carrying shampoo, clean skin, and the faint scent of Ben's laundry soap on the sheets. Raven sat on the edge of the bed and looked at him.

"We should probably celebrate," she said.

Sage climbed up beside her. "I thought we were already celebrating."

Luna stood near the nightstand, one hand on the lamp, watching him.

Ben felt his heart flutter. It was not exactly a surprise where the night was heading. It had been heading there for days, through kisses and touches and half-finished moments and every time one of them looked at him like he was already theirs.

He crossed to the bed and sat down facing them. "Before we do anything, I need everyone to be honest."

That got their attention. Raven nodded first. Sage's expression softened. Luna came a little closer.

Ben looked at Sage. "If you get scared again, we’ll stop. Okay?"

She held his gaze. "Okay."

He looked at Luna. "Same for you."

"Yes."

Then Raven, whose blue eyes were bright and open and maybe a little nervous under the confidence. "And you too."

Her smile turned softer than usual. "I know."

Raven kissed him first, because of course she did, climbing into his lap like she belonged there. Her mouth was warm and eager, her kiss full of curiosity she'd been carrying for days. Sage came in at his side with a kiss to his neck that made him shiver. Luna's hand slid into his hair from behind, then her mouth found his when Raven leaned back laughing softly.

After that it became less organized. Clothes came off in stages, interrupted by kisses, by little laughs, by moments of shy hesitation that Ben answered with hands and quiet words and patience. Raven was bold until it came time to let him actually see all of her, then she paused and looked almost young with nerves.

Luna trembled when he undressed her, not resisting, just feeling everything deeply. Sage talked like trouble right up until Ben touched her slowly and she went quiet and wide-eyed and held onto him like she was surprised by how much she wanted this.

The witches kissed each other too, Raven and Luna, Sage and Raven, Luna smiling into Sage's mouth when Sage forgot to be sharp for a minute. Ben watched it all with his hands full of heavy breasts and round hips.

Things slowly escalated from there. Sage pushed him back on the bed and straddled him, pressing her body firmly against his. Their tongues intertwined while she laid on top of him and his erection pressed directly against her warm, wet pussy. She worked her wide hips in circles as they kissed, and the head of his cock pressed directly against her opening. As soon as he started to enter her she hesitated.

“It’s okay,” he said when he felt her tense up.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her cheeks flushing.

“I’ll take care of him,” Raven said, crawling over and kissing Sage on the shoulder

She pulled Sage’s face to hers and the two kissed passionately for a moment. Raven’s hands slid down Sage’s body, squeezing her perky breasts, grabbing onto her thick ass, rubbing between her thighs.

Soon, Raven had replaced Sage on top of Ben. She licked her fingers, then reached down and wiped the saliva on the head of his cock, then took it in her hands and rubbed it against her pussy.

“I’ve been waiting for this,” she said as she lined it up with herself and slowly sank down.

Raven’s eyes closed and she leaned her head back, moaning softly as she took him in. She moved her hips back and forth, taking more of him each time until Ben was fully inside her.

“That,” she breathed softly,” feels incredible.

Luna moved up to Raven’s left, and Sage stayed on her right. They took turns kissing her; her shoulder, her heavy breasts, her lips, her neck.

Ben reached out and placed his hands on her waist, holding tightly as she began to ride him. His hands momentarily slid down to her thick, round ass, then up to those huge breasts of hers. He felt like a kid in a candy store and suddenly wished he had more hands.

“Mmmmmm, you feel so good,” Raven said, smiling down at him.

She leaned forward and placed her hands on his chest for support, then began working her hips up and down, riding him harder and faster. Ben focused on keeping his head from exploding; Raven was so insanely hot and her pussy was soaking wet. He couldn’t imagine anything feeling better than this moment.

Sage turned and leaned over, kissing him deeply with one hand along his cheek. She practically tried to choke him with her tongue. He left one hand on Raven’s hip, then moved his left hand over and ran it down Sage’s side before finally letting it settle on her ass. He felt her lips curve into a smile against his.

Eager for some of the action, Luna crawled up on Ben’s right and pulled his face over to hers. They kissed as well, and he let his hand roam all over her body, squeezing her perky, firm breasts, sliding down her hip, grabbing onto her tight ass. All the while, Raven rode him hard and fast.

“Oh, that looks devious,” Sage said, turning to watch Raven bounce up and down.

“It’s so good,” Raven said, her eyes squeezed shut. “His cock feels like it belongs inside me.”

Raven suddenly made a gesture with her hand, then held it over her lower stomach. Glittering waves of magic emanated from her palm, then sank into the skin of her abdomen.

“Can’t forget that,” Raven said. “We don’t need any babies running around here.”

Ben reached out with both hands and grabbed onto Raven’s huge breasts, then let his hands slide back to her hips. He gripped her tightly and began pushing his hips up, meeting her movements with thrusts of his own. The sound of their bodies slapping against each other echoed throughout the room, as did all of their moans.

Sage leaned across them and kissed Luna. They smiled and touched each other’s faces, and Luna reached over and squeezed Sage’s breasts.

Ben nearly grabbed Sage and pulled her onto his face, but he figured she probably wasn’t ready for that yet. Also, it was hard to focus on anything other than the absolute goddess riding his cock like she never wanted anything else.

“My protector,” she said, her voice trembling slightly. “Fill my pussy, my love! Show me how much you care!”

That was enough to push Ben over the edge. He shouted as he came, his fingers digging into her soft waist. His body tensed up and his muscles clenched as she shot his sperm deep inside her sweet, inviting pussy. Three, four, five ropes, they just kept coming. He came so hard he wondered if she had cast some spell on him, but he realized it was just an incredibly intense orgasm with the most beautiful woman he had ever been with; a woman he was developing feelings for. He breathed hard and his body twitched, sending the last of his seed into her. After that, he collapsed back against the pillows.

“Oh, what a good boy,” Raven said, leaning down.

With a smile on her full lips, she kissed him. It was a soft kiss, a tender one filled with affection. She worked her hips in small circles as if she wanted to drain every single drop from him.

Sage moved down past his hip, staring with amazement at their coupling. Her hand slid down Raven’s ass, then grabbed onto Ben’s balls, gently squeezing and massaging them.

“Make sure you give her everything you’ve got,” she said, caressing him. “Fill her with every single drop.”

Her fingers gently encircled the base of his cock, and one finger slipped inside Raven’s pussy, right alongside his shaft. Sage removed her hand and looked at it for a moment, shiny with Raven’s pussy juice and his cum. With a smile, she brought it to her mouth and sucked their juices off her finger.

“Okay, now I want my turn,” Sage said, blushing while she glanced back at where Raven sat on Ben. “That looked incredible.”

“And it felt even better,” Raven said, smiling down at Ben. “And I can’t wait to do it again. Oh, you’re going to have to peel me off of you from now on.”

“Challenge accepted,” Ben said.

Raven stayed on top of him but leaned forward, resting her face against his cheek. Luna and Sage cuddled up next to him.

Ben lay on his back staring up at the dark ceiling, his arms around these beautiful women.

Eventually the room settled. Raven's breathing slowed against him. Sage tucked herself tighter to his side. Luna kissed him once more, soft and lingering, then rested her cheek over his shoulder.

Ben lay there with all three of them and felt, with a kind of stunned certainty, that there was no going back to before. Not that he wanted to.

His phone buzzed on the nightstand. Ben reached for it with one heavy arm, careful not to upset the women, and glanced at the screen.

Email from Craig. Need to discuss your attitude tomorrow morning. Ben stared at it for a second in the dark.

Then Sage, already half asleep, murmured, "If that's your porch tyrant, throw him into the sea."

Ben snorted softly and set the phone facedown. Tomorrow morning was coming whether he wanted it or not.

He looked at the three women curled around him in his bed, at the life waiting for him here, warm and breathing and real. Then he looked toward the dark shape of the nightstand where his phone sat buzzing with the remains of his old one.

For the first time, the gap between those two worlds felt too wide to ignore.


Chapter twenty


Ben woke up a bit sore, warm, and deeply aware that getting out of bed was not something he wanted to do. Especially since it was still early.

Raven was still on top of him with her hair making a halo around his head. In fact, his cock was still inside her, and morning wood had already decided what their first activity would be that day. With a smile he pushed his hips up.

Raven smiled and stirred, pushing herself up a bit. She kissed his chin and let out a soft, sleepy moan. Her hands went to him, holding him tightly. Ben grabbed onto her full hips and kept pushing himself up, moving softly enough so as not to wake the others. Raven clutched at him like her life depending on it and pressed her face to his.

They made soft love that morning, holding each other tightly. Ben squeezed on her huge breasts when he came, and managed not to shout this time. Raven smiled like she was the happiest woman in the world.

“I love being so full of your cum,” she whispered against his neck. “I’m keeping it inside me all day as a reminder of who my protector is. I want you to fill every part of me and claim me as yours.”

Ben stayed there for a moment, his arms wrapped around the beautiful witch. What he would have given to just stay there in bed all day, taking turns with the women. Especially since after last night, it was clear all three of them now wanted that.

Raven snuggled up on his chest again, smiling contently. Sage was pressed firmly against his left side, clutching onto his arm with sleepy fingers. Luna lay close on his right, quieter even in sleep, one hand resting lightly against his ribs like she had fallen asleep making sure he was real.

For a long moment he stayed exactly where he was and just existed. Three different breaths. The hum of the house. Murphy shifting in his dog bed near the door. Morning light pressing through the blinds.

His phone alarm started buzzing on the nightstand like an enemy.

Ben shut his eyes. "Ugh. I don’t wanna."

Sage made a sleepy sound into his shoulder. Raven's fingers tightened once against him. Luna blinked awake first and looked up at him, still soft with sleep.

"You have work," she murmured.

"I know," he said, which came out more like a complaint than an answer.

Luna's mouth curved a little. "You don’t sound enthused."

"Because I’m not," Ben muttered.

Raven lifted her head next, hair wild, blue eyes staring at him heavy-lidded. "Don't go," she said. She punctuated that comment by wiggling her hips side-to-side.

"Strong argument," Ben said, his hands going back to her hips. She was still straddling his waist with his cock inside her..

Sage, not fully awake yet, only muttered, "Murder your boss. I’ll help hide the body."

Ben reached for the phone and killed the alarm before it could escalate his mood further. Then he lay there for one more moment between three gorgeous women and thought about gray carpet tiles, dead office air, and Craig's face. The contrast was maddening.

He finally untangled himself with care, earning one more sleepy kiss from Raven, a muffled protest from Sage, and a warm look from Luna that followed him all the way to the bedroom door.

In the kitchen he started coffee and stared at the machine while it dripped. A few days ago, this would have been the whole shape of his life. Wake up alone, feed Murphy, drag himself to work. Spend the day being eaten alive by deadlines and management jargon. Come home tired enough that surviving counted as a hobby.

Now the house was full upstairs. The bed was warm with people waiting in it. Waiting for him. Black dresses hung over the chair in his room and extra toothbrushes sat by the sink.

Murphy trotted in and sat beside him.

"Yeah," Ben told the dog. "I'm aware."

He made a fast breakfast because taking care of people had become his reflex before coffee had even finished brewing. Eggs, toast, bacon. He promised himself that tomorrow he’d cook them something different. By the time the witches came downstairs one by one in his shirts and cardigans, the kitchen smelled like something worth staying home for.

Raven slid in behind him and kissed his shoulder while he plated the eggs. Sage stole a piece of bacon off the pan and then looked at him with feigned innocence when he caught her. Luna poured coffee with growing confidence and set his mug by his hand before he asked. It was almost domestic enough to hurt.

"You all working today?" Ben asked.

Raven nodded. "Jolene asked if we could come by this afternoon."

Sage grinned. "She misses our crimes."

"Less crime today," Ben said automatically.

"No promises," Sage replied.

Luna set his coffee down and met his eyes over the rim of her own mug. "Will your boss be difficult?"

Ben took a sip. "Craig wakes up every morning and chooses to be difficult. I think he dreams of being difficult."

Raven frowned. "That sounds exhausting."

"It is," Ben said.

He wanted to stay. God, he wanted to stay. Make lunch, walk them to the shop, maybe spend the day helping Jolene price crystal skulls while Sage flirted with him in front of the candle wall. Instead he put on work clothes and shoes and gathered his laptop bag like a man accepting a prison sentence.

At the door, all three witches kissed him goodbye in turn. Raven smiled against his lips. Sage kissed him with one hand on his chest and a look that said she still thought murder was on the table. Luna kissed him last, gentler, her hand warm at his jaw for almost long enough to make him stay.

"Come home on time," she said.

Ben looked at her, then at the other two, then at the street beyond the door.

"Yeah," he said. "I'm going to. No matter what it takes. I don’t want to be away from you three." After that, he left.

The office was worse than usual because now he had something to compare it to.

The air felt colder. The lights harsher. The spreadsheet on his monitor looked less like work and more like a ransom note. People around him did the same little rituals they always did, fake laughs, passive-aggressive emails, coffee walks that were really trauma circles.

Ben sat down, opened his laptop, and found three new messages from Craig waiting for him. Need revised numbers. Need to discuss team flexibility. Stop by my office first thing.

"Absolutely not," Ben muttered.

He had barely logged in when Craig appeared at the cubicle opening.

"Ben. Come see me in my office," he said.

Ben looked up at him. Craig had that same neat polo, same coffee cup, same expression of managerial concern that always seemed one degree away from accusation. Ben fought the urge to flip him off.

He followed him anyway, because he still worked here for the moment and that was how these things went. Craig shut the office door behind them, which was already a bad sign.

"I'm concerned," Craig said, sitting down. "Your attitude lately has been off."

Ben remained standing and hoped it wouldn’t last very long. "My attitude toward what, specifically?"

"Your overall tone,” Craig said. “Times are hard right now, Ben, and we need employees that will play ball. We need people who are hungry, not resistant."

Ben almost smiled. He sounded like Craig was suppressing a union in a coal mine instead of asking one spreadsheet guy to live in Outlook forever.

Craig steepled his fingers. "We need people here who can put in the extra effort."

Ben looked at him. "Hungry for what, exactly?"

Craig frowned. "Success. I figured that much would be obvious."

"Because I was going to say lunch."

Craig did not laugh. "This isn't a joke, Ben."

"Not really," Ben said. "At least, it usually isn't."

Craig leaned back in his chair. "The team notices when someone checks out."

Ben folded his arms. "You mean when someone leaves at the end of the workday."

"I mean when someone stops acting like they're invested."

Ben thought of Raven behind the register at Nighttime Oddities, bright-eyed and laughing. Of Sage prowling between shelves. Of Luna quietly helping tired customers feel alive for ten minutes. Of his kitchen that morning, full of food and warmth and people touching him like he belonged there. Then he thought of this office.

"I’m invested enough," he said. "Just not in this being my whole life."

Craig's expression hardened. "That's exactly the kind of mindset that limits people."

Ben let out a soft breath through his nose. "Craig, with respect, I don't dream of maximizing shareholder value."

"You should be thinking long-term."

"I am," Ben said, tapping himself on the chest. “But I’m thinking of my long-term, not anyone else’s.”

"Then show it,” Craig said firmly. “Stay late tonight. Come in Saturday. We need all hands right now; this is crunch time."

It sounded so stupid. This guy wanted Ben to work himself into an early grave and didn’t even have the decency to give him a raise. Ben actually laughed.

Craig's brows drew down. "What's so funny?"

"You say that like we're storming Normandy and not cleaning up numbers because leadership changed its mind again."

Craig's jaw tightened. "This is serious, Ben."

"So am I,” Ben said. “I'm not staying late tonight. If you feel like giving me a substantial raise, I may consider it. May."

Craig stared at him. "Excuse me?"

"I'm leaving on time," Ben said.

Craig frowned again. "You don't really have that option. We have deadlines, Ben."

Ben felt something in him go very still.

"Yeah," Ben said. "I do. I always have that option."

Craig stood up. "If you're not willing to be a team player, there are consequences."

Ben shrugged. "Okay."

That seemed to throw Craig more than anger would have.

"Okay?" he repeated.

"Yeah, okay." Ben shrugged. "I'm still not staying late. And I'm not coming in this weekend, either. If you need that much extra help, hire more people. Paying their shitty wages is cheaper than paying everyone overtime."

Craig looked at him like he'd started speaking in tongues. "You could lose your position over this."

The old version of Ben would have felt his stomach drop. This version just pictured three women in black waiting for him to come home and found that the threat no longer felt serious. It didn’t feel like a threat at all.

"Then I guess that's a choice you can make," Ben said.

Craig opened his mouth, closed it, then reached for the management script that always came out when the human one failed. "I need you to reflect on your priorities."

Ben looked him dead in the face. "I have. That's why we're having this conversation. Staying late is not a priority in my life. And for the record, neither is this job or any of the shit I do here on a daily basis. It’s just a job, Craig, and not a very good one." After that, he turned and walked out of Craig’s office.

Back at his cubicle, his hands shook a little. He sat down and sighed heavily from relief.

Todd from two rows over peeked around the partition. "You okay, man?"

Ben looked at the spreadsheet, then at Todd. "You ever feel like if you have to open one more Excel file, your soul's going to leave through your ear?"

Todd considered that, then nodded. "Daily."

"Then yeah. I'm fantastic."

He worked because there was nothing else to do for the next several hours. But something had changed. The pressure was still there. The deadlines still existed. Craig still hovered in the background like a haunted polo shirt. Yet the hold felt weaker now that Ben had actually pulled against it.

Around noon, his phone buzzed. It was a text from one of the witches.

JOLENE SAYS SALES ARE STILL INSANE

Then another.

ALSO A WOMAN CRIED OVER A MOON CANDLE BUT IN A NICE WAY

Ben stared at the message and smiled before he could stop himself. A third one came and he realized it was Sage.

IS YOUR BOSS DEAD YET?

He typed back under the desk.

Sadly no. Working on it.

A second later Sage replied.

COWARD

He laughed quietly and tucked the phone away.

The afternoon dragged, but not in the old dead way. More like he was waiting out bad weather before getting back to his actual life. At four-fifty-eight, Craig reappeared at the cubicle wall.

"Before you leave," he said, clipped now, "I need those revised projections and I need you here at eight on Saturday. This is your last change, Ben."

Ben saved the file he was working on and shut his laptop.

"No."

Craig blinked. "No?"

Ben stood, slung his bag over his shoulder, and met his eyes. "No. I'm leaving now. I won't be here Saturday, no matter what you say.."

Craig's face flushed. "You are making a serious mistake."

"Maybe." Ben picked up his keys. "Still going home."

He walked past him. A few people glanced up as he went. Todd gave him a tiny nod like he was watching a man step onto a frozen lake and secretly hoped it would hold.

In the elevator down, Ben felt his own pulse in his throat. He had not quit. Not yet, but he was only a hair’s breadth away from it. More importantly, he felt like he was stepping out of the corporate prison he had lived in for years, and discovering himself.

By the time he reached the parking garage, his phone buzzed again. This time it was Jolene.

He answered immediately. "Hey."

Her dry voice came through over the shop noise and the ring of the register. "Your girls are doing it again."

Ben closed his eyes and smiled despite himself. "How badly?"

"Depends on what you’re asking,” she said. “Financially, incredible. Morally, ask a priest or a nun." She paused. "You should come see this when you're free. Also, I may have some thoughts."

Ben unlocked the car. "On what?"

"On how to make this sustainable without accidentally founding a religion or having the news show up at my doorstep,” she said. “Although I suppose your girlfriends would just make the reporters buy stuff, too."

Ben got into the driver's seat and started the engine. Traffic waited ahead. Nighttime Oddities waited ten minutes from his house. The witches waited somewhere inside that little black storefront, making themselves useful and complicated and impossible to ignore. And the office he had just left felt farther away than a single commute should have allowed.

"I'm on my way," Ben said.

Then he pulled out into Baltimore traffic, already knowing the evening was going to ask him a bigger question than whether he hated his job.

The real question now was what he was willing to build instead.


Chapter twenty-one


Ben only hit three red lights on the way to Nighttime Oddities, but he took each one of them as a personal insult. Traffic inched along as the evening sunset cast shades of warm gold over the buildings of Baltimore. He drummed his fingers against the steering wheel and replayed the last hour in pieces. Craig's office. The threat buried under managerial language. Jolene's dry voice over the phone saying your girls are doing it again.

By the time he found parking, his mood had become a very specific blend of tired, wired, and ready to make practical decisions. That was usually how Ben knew he was approaching the edge of a real life change. He stopped feeling philosophical and started making lists in his head.

Problem one, the witches were too good at crooked retail magic.

Problem two, crooked retail magic apparently worked.

Problem three, if it kept working, cash in a dresser drawer was going to stop being cute very fast, and the IRS might get involved.

He got out of the car and headed for the shop. The bell over the door rang as he stepped inside, and the difference from yesterday hit him immediately.

The place was still crowded, but this time it felt organized. Busy instead of frenzied. Jolene had changed the music to something lower and moodier. Raven stood near the register wrapping up a sale with her trademark gorgeous smile. Luna was helping a woman compare little glass jars of bath salts. Sage had somehow arranged a display of black candles and moon-shaped wall hangings into something that actually looked impressive and expensive.

The hum of magic was there, but much lighter and better controlled. It sat in the room like perfume instead of a gas leak. Ben stopped just inside the door and let himself see it properly.

People were buying things, yes. More things than they probably would have without a nudge. But they were also smiling. Talking. Lingering. Touching merchandise with the pleased focus of people who had walked in stressed and unexpectedly found a place that made them feel interested and relaxed.

A woman in scrubs held up a silver moon necklace to her throat and smiled at her own reflection in a small mirror. A bald guy in work boots was buying incense and a black ceramic raven because, as he was telling Raven, his divorce had made him "open to vibes." Two teenage girls were whispering fiercely over which tarot deck felt less fake.

Jolene looked up from the register and gave Ben a nod. "You came."

"You sounded ominous," Ben said.

Jolene gave a brief smirk. "I usually do."

He came over to the counter. "How bad is it?"

Jolene glanced at the line, then at the cash drawer, then at the half-cleared shelves behind her. "Ben, I have never seen business this good."

Ben looked around again. "Still because of the magic?"

"Partly." Jolene's mouth twitched. "Partly because your women are weirdly excellent at this."

He turned his head toward them on reflex.

Raven laughed at something an older customer said and touched the woman's wrist for one brief reassuring second before bagging a bundle of candles. Luna listened to a nervous college kid explain that he didn't know anything about witchy stuff but wanted to get his girlfriend something "not stupid," and somehow made the kid look less afraid of failing. Sage, who looked born to cause trouble in low light, had a middle-aged man seriously considering black hand towels because, according to her, his bathroom deserved the drama.

Ben snorted softly. "Real witches in your store probably helps."

Jolene gave him a long look. "You know, if you say things like that with a straight face, eventually I am going to stop pretending we're all kidding."

Ben met her eyes. "Maybe don't stop pretending, then."

"Deal,” she said.

A customer stepped up to the register with a tower of purchases, and Jolene started scanning with one hand while still talking to him. "They're not just enchanting people into buying garbage. Raven remembers names after hearing them once. Luna can tell who's lonely from across the room. Sage could sell leather to a cow if she felt like it."

"That sounds rather useful,” Ben said as he watched her work.

"It’s incredibly useful," she replied.

Raven noticed him then and brightened. She drifted over between customers, black sundress swaying around her thighs, blue eyes lit up in a way that still hit him straight in the chest.

"You made it!" she said.

"Apparently so did all of Baltimore," Ben said wryly, glancing around.

Raven leaned in and kissed his cheek. "We're being good, don’t worry."

Jolene snorted. "Let's call it improved."

Raven put a hand to her heart and gave a look of feigned hurt. "You are so cruel to me. And after all I’ve done!"

"You made a suburban dad buy a crystal raven paperweight because you told him his office lacked mystery," Jolene said in a dry tone.

Raven crossed her arms beneath her large breasts. "Well, it did lack mystery. I wasn’t wrong."

Ben laughed before he could help himself.

From the back of the store Sage called, "Ben, tell this man black towels are seductive."

Ben looked over. The man in question, maybe fifty, broad-shouldered, still wearing a company polo, held the towels against his chest with an uncertain expression upon his face.

Ben rubbed a hand over his face. "Sir, I do not feel qualified to weigh in on your bathroom towel strategy."

The man nodded thoughtfully anyway. "That's fair. Thanks for the honesty."

Sage grinned at him like she'd won. Luna came over next, carrying a little basket of bath products she'd clearly been reorganizing.

"The pressure is lower today," she said

Ben looked at her. "You mean the magic."

"Yes." She finally smiled. "We listened."

That did something annoyingly warm to him. "Thanks."

She winked at him. "You're welcome."

Jolene rang up another sale and popped the drawer open. "I listened, too. We moved some of the expensive fragile stuff farther from Sage."

"That was one time," Sage said, crossing her arms.

"It was yesterday," Jolene corrected.

"It was still only one time," Sage said.

Ben rested one elbow on the counter and watched the shop for another minute. The witches really were good for this world. Messy, yes. Ethically adventurous, definitely. But good.

And that was the problem now. They fit in very well in certain situations, but they still had no papers.

A little after seven, the flow finally started to thin. The after-work crowd eased off. The line shrank. Jolene locked the door at closing and flipped the sign with a weary flourish.

"All right," she said. "Coven meeting."

Sage looked delighted. "I knew I liked this job."

Jolene pointed at the counter. "If anyone says the word coven too loudly near the window, I will spray you with a water bottle."

They gathered near the register while Jolene counted the till. Ben leaned against a shelf of spell candles. Raven stood close enough that her shoulder brushed his arm now and then. Luna folded her hands in front of her, composed and attentive. Sage sat on the counter until Jolene gave her a look and she slid off with a shrug.

The cash pile kept growing. Ben watched Jolene's fingers move through bills and felt his practical brain wake up fully. Tens. Twenties. Fives. More than a side hustle. More than novelty. That was real money, in life-changing amounts.

Jolene stacked the last pile and sat back. "Two days. Just under forty grand."

Sage made a small triumphant noise.

Raven smiled at Ben. "We told you."

Luna looked more stunned than pleased. "That is too much money for candles."

"It really is," Jolene said. "Which brings us to the less fun part."

Ben straightened a little. There it was.

Jolene tapped the stack of cash. "I can keep paying you in cash for now. That’s easy enough. But if this keeps up, it stops being cute. It starts being books, taxes, inventory, a landlord wondering why I suddenly need more shelf space, and three employees who officially do not exist."

The room quieted at that. Raven's smile faded first. Sage crossed her arms. Luna's face went still in that way it did when she was listening hard.

Ben looked at the money, then at Jolene. "Yeah, I see your point."

Jolene glanced at him. "You already know."

"I know enough to be worried," Ben said.

Sage frowned. "Why is more money a problem?"

Ben answered before Jolene could. "Because once enough money shows up, the modern world starts asking for paperwork."

"Always with the paperwork," Sage muttered, rolling her eyes.

Jolene nodded. "Bank deposits. Payroll records. Tax forms. IDs if anybody asks the wrong question at the wrong time. I can hide you under the table a little. I can't hide a whole booming business forever."

Raven looked at the cash in her hand as if it had turned complicated while she wasn't watching. "So we are ghosts again."

"Not forever," he said.

All three witches looked at him. He had not meant to speak that fast. But once he heard himself say it, he knew he meant it.

Jolene leaned one hip against the register and studied him. "Do you have a plan?"

Ben exhaled slowly. He did not have a plan. He had the shape of one and the kind of stubbornness that usually became a plan under pressure.

"Not yet," he admitted. "But I know the problem now."

Luna spoke quietly. "We need to become real here."

Ben looked at her. "Yeah."

Sage made a face. "We've been real the whole time."

"You know what I mean," Luna said.

"I do,” Sage replied. “Which is why I dislike it."

Raven slipped her fingers through his for a second. "You'll figure it out."

Jolene watched that and said nothing. Then she counted out the witches' pay and handed each of them their portion in cash.

"Take it," she said. "You've earned it. And for the record, I don't care where you came from. This place is better with you in it."

Raven's expression softened. "That's a lovely thing to say in front of a wall of fake skulls."

Jolene shrugged. "I'm complex."

Sage tucked her cash into her bag. "So, what now?"

Ben looked at the three of them, then at the money, then at the little black shop that had somehow become their first foothold in this world.

"Now," he said, "I figure out how to get you paperwork."

Jolene let out a short breath, half laugh and half disbelief. "Good luck. I may still know an immigration lawyer if you need one."

Ben smiled without much humor. "Yeah. I might hit you up over the next couple days.”

They locked up together and stepped outside into the cooler night. The block was quieter now. The shop windows reflected the four of them back in pieces, black dresses, tired faces, Ben between them.

Raven moved to his left. Luna to his right. Sage took half a step ahead, then looked back.

"Paperwork tomorrow?" she asked.

Ben thought of government offices. Lines. Questions. Systems built to chew people down. Then he thought of Raven saying we are ghosts again.

"Yeah," he said. "Tomorrow. We’re gonna get everything taken care of."

As they started walking home, his phone buzzed in his pocket with another email from Craig.

Ben didn't even look at it. For once, the more urgent bureaucracy was somewhere else.


Chapter twenty-two


Ben’s mind was in a difficult spot on their walk home. The witches had jobs now, and piles of cash. A boss who liked them, a little corner of the city that already felt better with them in it... That should have been good news.

Instead it had dragged a bigger problem into the light and set it on the kitchen table for everyone to see. By the time Ben unlocked the front door, he was already halfway into planning mode.

Murphy greeted them with the usual riot of joy. The witches bent to pet him. Shoes came off. Bags got dropped. The small familiar rituals of coming home happened around him while his brain kept moving three steps ahead.

Their cash went in drawers. Ben’s mind went back to them having no IDs, no Social Security numbers, and no legal names beyond what they answered to. No bank accounts, either. No records at all, and no proof they existed in any way the modern world respected.

He turned to the three women and chose his words carefully.

"We need to talk about paperwork," he said.

Sage made a face like he'd announced a plague. "You know how to kill a mood."

Raven set her bag on the counter and turned to him. "That sounds ominous."

Luna was already watching him in the quiet attentive way she had when she knew something mattered. "What exactly is paperwork here?"

Ben laughed once, without much humor. "Basically the thing that decides whether the world believes you exist."

That got all three of their attention.

He moved into the kitchen and pulled out chairs around the table. The witches followed. A few days ago this would have felt absurd, an accidental house meeting with three magical women from another world. Now it felt like just another day in his life.

Jolene had paid them well. The bills came out of pockets and bags and got laid on the table in little stacks. Raven smoothed hers with both hands. Luna arranged hers neatly by denomination. Sage just dropped hers in a satisfying pile and leaned back.

Ben looked at the money. "Okay, so first problem: You can make cash. That’s great. But if you want to actually live here, you need more than cash."

Raven tilted her head. "Such as?"

"ID cards. Social Security numbers. Bank accounts. Work records. Eventually taxes, probably. God help you, maybe even a 401K," Ben explained.

Sage frowned. "You keep saying that one like it's a monster."

"It's retirement savings," Ben said.

All three witches stared.

Ben rubbed a hand over his head. "It's a thing where you put away money for when you're old."

Raven blinked. "You save coins now so the future can humiliate you less later."

"That is pretty close, actually," Ben said.

Luna looked thoughtful. "And people need this? People don’t help you when you grow old?"

"People need all of it. If you want a job that pays legally, if you want a bank account, if you want a lease, a credit card, a driver's license, health insurance, literally anything useful. Modern life loves a form."

Sage crossed her arms. "Your world is obsessed with proving itself to itself."

"Yeah," Ben said. "And right now, as far as the government is concerned, you three are little more than smoke."

That settled over the table. Raven was the first to break the silence.

"Then make us real,” she said.

Ben smiled a little despite himself. "I appreciate your confidence in my powers."

"You keep fixing things," she said as if it was obvious.

"Some of this stuff doesn't fix easily."

Luna's fingers rested on the stack of cash in front of her. "If we cannot put money in a bank, where does it go?"

Ben looked around the kitchen. "At the moment? Probably hidden in this house like we're all Depression-era grandparents. Or drug dealers."

Sage shrugged. "Fine by me. Also, being a drug dealer sounds kind of fun."

"It's fine until it isn't." Ben leaned forward. "If someone robs the house, all the cash is gone. If the money builds up and we keep paying for everything in bills, that gets weird. If you want your own cards or your own accounts, we hit a wall immediately. Remember: you can’t pay for a lot of things with cash."

Raven's mouth tightened. "So the store was only the easy part."

"Yep," Ben said.

For a few seconds nobody said anything. Murphy wandered over and flopped under the table like he wanted to be included in the conversation. Ben absently touched his head with one foot. Then he got up, grabbed his laptop, and set it on the table between the stacks of money.

"All right," he said. "Let's figure this out."

Sage groaned. "That sounds like work."

"It is work," Ben said.

"I already worked today,” Sage said, crossing her arms.

"And now you get bureaucracy. Welcome to being American."

That got a tiny smile out of Luna. Definitely not Sage, though.

Ben started searching. Refugees, undocumented immigrants, work authorization. No papers. Maryland identification. Social Security. It was exactly as ugly as he expected. Government websites full of complex language and broken links. Requirements that assumed a person had at least one document proving they had once been seen by another document.

Raven leaned over his shoulder, reading the screen with surprising focus. "This world trusts paper more than people."

"Paper and databases," Ben said.

"What is a database?"

"Something worse,” he said. “Eh, only in certain situations. Think of it as a big list.”

Sage nodded and kept watching.

He clicked from page to page. Work visas. Asylum seekers. Employment authorization documents. State ID requirements. Bank rules. The answer kept coming back the same way.

You needed proof to get proof. Ben sat back in his chair and sighed loudly.

Luna saw it first. "Is it bad?"

"It's a bureaucratic knot." He pointed at the screen. "Everything wants supporting documents. Birth records, a passport, stuff like that. Everything needs something. There’s no easy first step we can take to build an identity."

Raven frowned prettily. "We don’t have any of that stuff."

"I know," Ben said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “I was hoping we could start with something like a fake school ID, and use that to get something else and build from there.”

Sage leaned over to look at a form and made a disgusted sound. "What if we simply say we're here?"

Ben barked out a laugh. "Tempting, but that’s not how this works."

Then a thought came to him. It came from one line on the screen about humanitarian cases, missing documents, processing delays, refugees, emergency situations. Real people got here without clean paperwork all the time. Not from portals, obviously. But from war, trafficking, collapse, border panic, lost records, countries that did not care enough to keep them.

He clicked to another page and read it. Then another.

Raven noticed the change in his face. "You found something."

"Maybe," Ben said slowly.

Luna leaned closer. Sage sat up.

Ben read two more paragraphs and felt like it might be the beginnings of something.

"It wouldn't be true exactly," he said, rubbing his chin. “Not that we’re concerned with that.”

He turned the laptop so all three could see the screen, though the details probably meant little to nothing to them. "If I walk in there and say you're from another world, they put me on a list and maybe put all of us in a padded room. So we need a lie that looks enough like a real problem that the system knows how to respond to it."

Raven's blue eyes stayed on his face. "And?"

"And so we claim you’re all refugees."

The room got quiet again as everyone thought about it. It was Luna that spoke first.

"From where?" she asked. “The way you mentioned this, I’m assuming there is some special protection offered to refugees.”

Ben thought of Eastern Europe because it was far enough to be vague, close enough to the old-world look of them, and the accents would not immediately destroy the story because nobody at a field office in Baltimore was going to be a specialist in whatever lost village vowels the witches had brought with them.

"Romania," he said.

Sage blinked. "Why Romania?"

Ben shrugged. "It's believable. Eastern Europe, black dresses, old-country vibe, no papers, maybe came through bad circumstances, maybe records got lost. It gives us a path forward. It won’t be easy, but it’s a lot better than nothing. Besides, Dracula came from there. It just feels fitting."

Raven frowned thoughtfully. "So we say we are refugees from Romania with no documents."

Ben nodded. "Basically."

Luna's fingers folded together. "Would they help us?"

Ben looked back at the screen. "Maybe. Or maybe they send us somewhere else and tell us to wait six months. But it's something the system can recognize, at least."

Sage leaned back and shrugged. "Fine. We're Romanian."

Raven looked at her. "You accepted that very quickly."

"I was willing to be smoke five minutes ago,” Sage said. “This seems like an improvement."

Ben laughed and clicked through another page. "Even if it works, we still have to get your names into the system somehow. IDs. Work authorization. Then eventually bank accounts."

"Bank accounts," Raven repeated, trying the phrase out. "So our money lives in a box no one can see."

"Pretty much," Ben said.

"Your world loves making things difficult, it seems,” Raven said, crossing her arms beneath her full breasts.

Ben smiled tiredly. "Yeah, I can’t disagree with you there.”

The laptop chimed.

Work email.

Ben looked at the subject line and felt his jaw tighten immediately. Craig. Need to discuss tomorrow's priorities. Under it, another one. Morning meeting mandatory.

Sage saw his face. "The porch tyrant?"

Ben grunted. "Yeah."

Raven reached over and shut the laptop before he could open the message. Ben looked at her. She held his gaze, calm and sure.

"There are more important things than work emails right now,” Sage said.

Luna nodded once. "This matters more."

Ben sat there with three women looking at him like the decision was already made and realized they were right. Nighttime Oddities had been fun. A job. A little foothold. Tomorrow was bigger. Tomorrow was whether they could become real in a way the world would honor.

He looked at the closed laptop, then at the stacks of cash, then at the women around his table.

"Okay," he said.

Raven smiled faintly. "Okay what?"

Ben nodded. "I'm not going to work tomorrow."

Luna looked relieved. Sage grinned like she'd won an argument before it started. Raven looked almost proud.

Ben ran a hand through his hair. "I’m gonna call out, then I’ll take you to the immigration field office. I think we should try the refugee story. We’ll see if we can get actual movement instead of sitting around waiting for the paperwork gods to descend."

Sage nodded. "Good. I like the sound of that."

Raven reached across the table and put her hand over his. "Thank you."

He turned his hand and laced their fingers together without thinking too much about it. "Don't thank me yet. We still have to survive government furniture."

Luna gave a small smile. "Then we should prepare."

Ben grabbed a notepad and started listing what they needed to remember. Names, ages, birthdays, and a version of the story simple enough not to collapse under questioning. They came from Romania, fleeing bad conditions. They have no documents, and they need help. They are staying with Benjamin Ford.

He wrote until the plan was thin but real. Then he set the pen down and looked at the clock. Tomorrow had become a mission. A better one than spreadsheets, but more frightening too.

His phone buzzed on the counter with another email from Craig. Ben didn’t even bother picking it up. Instead he looked at the witches around the table.

“Alright, let’s all go upstairs and get some sleep,” Ben said. “I want to get there first thing tomorrow morning so we can beat the lines.”

If this worked, their future was secure. If not, they would forever be stuck in a sort of limbo, a life built on air.


Chapter twenty-three


Ben woke before the alarm and knew, with complete clarity, that he was not going to work. He remembered making the decision the night before, and remembering that put a smile on his face. It was almost as good as coffee.

Gray morning light edged around the blinds. Raven was asleep with one arm over his stomach, black hair across the pillow. Sage had managed to steal half the blanket and most of the lower half of the bed. Luna lay close on his other side, facing him, one pale hand tucked under her cheek.

His phone buzzed on the nightstand. Ben reached for it carefully, trying not to wake anybody, and squinted at the screen.

Craig. Because of course it was Craig. He was calling at six-thirty in the morning. What the hell was this guy’s problem? Ben hit decline on the call.

A second later an email banner slid across the screen. Need you in early. We have to get ahead of today's deliverables.

Ben let out one quiet, incredulous sigh. Beside him, Luna's eyes opened.

She looked at his face, then the phone in his hand. "Work?"

Ben pursed his lips and nodded. "Unfortunately."

She pushed herself up on one elbow, hair loose over her shoulder. "You already decided."

Ben looked down at the email again, then back at her. "Yeah."

Luna's expression softened and she smiled. "Good."

He slipped out of bed and got dressed fast, carrying his phone to the kitchen. Murphy met him in the hall, tail wagging, unaware that today had become a small revolution.

In the kitchen, Ben fed the dog, started coffee, and stared at Craig's email while the machine brewed.

If he went in, today became another day of excuses and delays and promises to handle the witches' paperwork later. Later had been his whole adult life. Later was how things that mattered got crowded out by things that yelled louder. He opened his work email on his phone, thumb hovering over the keyboard.

Craig,

I won't be in today. Personal emergency.

Ben looked at the sentence. With a firm nod, he hit send. A moment later guilt tried to rise, old and practiced and automatic. Ben shut it down with another swallow of coffee.

Personal emergency was true enough. Three women from another world needed legal identities. If that did not qualify as an emergency, then nothing did.

Upstairs, he heard movement. A sleepy laugh. Sage muttering something he could not make out. Then Raven calling out for him.

"In the kitchen!" Ben called back.

They came down in a slow little parade of bed hair and black shirts and bare legs. Raven first, smiling already. Sage behind her, rubbing one eye and looking suspicious of the entire morning. Luna last, cardigan hanging open over one of Ben's old shirts, watching him closely.

Ben held up his mug. "Good news. I called off work."

Sage's whole face brightened. "Finally!"

Raven came straight to him and kissed him on the cheek. "My hero."

Luna only smiled, but there was relief in it.

He went with their typical breakfast, because they needed to be fast. Eggs, toast, bacon, but this time he added some fruit. Coffee for him and Luna, sweetened coffee for Raven after she made a face at the first plain sip, orange juice for Sage, who declared coffee tasted like punishment and should be treated with suspicion.

The kitchen felt fuller than it ever had before the witches arrived. Lived in. Ben moved around them automatically now, opening cabinets while Raven leaned on the counter, sliding plates past Luna as she set out forks, nudging Sage away from stealing bacon before it hit the table. While they ate, he went over the story again.

"Keep it simple," he said. "You're refugees from Romania. No papers. No IDs. You came here with nothing and you need help."

Sage chewed, swallowed, and shrugged. "We're terrible at being from Romania. I don’t know anything about that place."

"Nobody ask any follow-up questions in a convincing accent," Ben said. "That's my request."

Raven rested her chin on her hand. "And if they do?"

"Then we answer as little as possible and let me do the talking."

Luna nodded once. "That part I understand."

Ben looked at all three of them in turn. "Whatever happens in there, stay calm. Government offices are mostly fluorescent lighting and disappointment. If it gets ugly, we leave and try another angle."

Raven smiled faintly. "You keep saying we."

Ben met her eyes. "Yeah."

That was the part that had changed. Not just that he was helping them. That he was in it with them now. Publicly, practically, in ways that made his own life harder and somehow cleaner.

They got dressed with more care than usual. The black sundresses again, because those still fit best and looked least suspicious. Cardigans over them because government buildings loved overpowered air-conditioning. Ben made sure everybody had shoes, then checked three times for the old phone, the note with his address, the cash they might need, and the folder he'd thrown together from online printouts he doubted would matter.

Murphy watched them from the rug by the front door like he objected to being left out of history.

"Hold down the fort," Ben told him, patting the old dog on the head.

Murphy thumped his tail once and panted.

The drive to the immigration field office was quieter than usual. Baltimore looked washed pale in the morning light. Commuters moved with purpose. Buses sighed at corners. Ben kept one hand loose on the wheel and the other drumming softly against his thigh.

Raven sat in the passenger seat, looking out the window but not really seeing anything. Luna and Sage were in back, both dressed in black, both too still.

"Everybody okay?" Ben asked finally.

Sage snorted. "No."

That at least felt honest. Luna leaned forward between the seats.

"If this fails, what then?" she asked.

Ben tightened his grip on the wheel for a second. "Then it fails. And we’ll try something else."

Raven looked over at him. "You say that like there are endless something elses."

"There aren't," Ben said. "But I'm not quitting at step one."

The field office looked exactly like every government building Ben had ever visited. Beige exterior. Flat windows. Too many signs. A flag out front doing its best in weak wind. People moving in and out with folders clutched to their chests and expressions ranging from tense to defeated.

Sage stared at the building as Ben parked. "It's ugly."

"That's how you know it's official," Ben said.

Inside was worse. Security first: gray bins, a metal detector. A guard with a face like stale bread telling people to empty their pockets in the same tired tone, over and over again. Ben walked the witches through it one at a time, trying not to laugh when Raven gave the X-ray conveyor belt a deeply suspicious look.

"It eats bags," she whispered.

"It spits them back out," he whispered back.

"How generous of it," she said.

After security came the waiting room. Rows of molded plastic chairs. Fluorescent lights humming overhead. A television mounted high in one corner playing a muted informational video no one watched. Digital number board on the wall. Families with backpacks. Men in work boots. A woman in scrubs bouncing a tired toddler on her knee. Everybody clutching forms, folders, envelopes, hope worn thin by systems. The smell was cheap coffee, paper, and air-conditioning.

Ben checked in at the desk with a woman who did not look up enough to make him feel fully human, got handed a number, and was told to sit. So they sat.

At first nobody talked much. Raven looked around openly, taking everything in with careful blue-eyed focus. Luna watched the number board like maybe studying it would make it kinder. Sage slouched in her chair with all of her usual grumpiness.

Five minutes passed, then ten. Fifteen.

A toddler started crying across the room. Somewhere to Ben's left, a man argued softly in Spanish with a stack of forms. The board beeped and called a number that was not theirs.

Sage leaned toward him and muttered, "Why does everything take so damn long?"

Ben let out a breath that was almost a laugh. "Now you're really becoming American."

She did not smile. She looked genuinely offended by the pace of bureaucracy.

Raven touched the edge of his sleeve. "How long do these places usually take?"

"On a good day?” he asked. “Too long."

"And this?"

He looked around the room full of tired people and old frustrations. "This is not a good day."

Another twenty minutes crawled by. Ben got up once to ask a question and got an answer so vague it answered nothing. He came back to the chairs with that familiar office-adjacent irritation collecting behind his eyes.

Luna looked up at him when he sat down. "They were not useful."

"Nope," he said flatly.

Sage crossed her arms. "I could make them useful."

Ben gave her a look. "Not yet. I’m still not a fan of mind control."

She shrugged, but her green eyes sharpened.

Their number finally came up nearly an hour later. Ben stood at once, and the witches rose with him. He led them to a partitioned intake counter where a woman in her fifties sat behind thick glass with a headset and a look that suggested all hope had disappeared years ago.

She glanced at Ben, then at the witches, then at the screen in front of her.

"Purpose of visit?"

Ben put on his most polite, competent voice. "These three women are refugees from Romania. They have no identification or papers. I'm trying to find out what process we need to start to get them documented legally."

The woman finally looked up. Her eyes moved over Raven, Luna, Sage, all black dresses and foreign beauty and nerves held tight. Then back to Ben.

"Do they have passports?"

"No."

"Entry records?"

"No."

"Birth certificates?"

"No."

She stared at him like he'd shown up asking to register three moonbeams for driver's licenses.

"Then there's very little I can do at this desk."

Ben kept his hands flat on the counter. "Okay. Then who can?"

She sighed and clicked something on her screen. "Without documentation, they'll need a formal intake. Possibly asylum processing. Possibly referral. Depends. Did they enter lawfully?"

Ben hesitated a bit too long.

The woman's expression cooled another degree. "Sir?"

"They came here in a bad situation and they don't have any records with them," he repeated.

"That is not what I asked," she said flatly.

Raven shifted beside him. Luna went very still. Sage's jaw tightened.

Ben felt the option closing in real time. The woman was already moving them from problem to nuisance in her head.

"We need help," he said. "That's what I'm asking for."

The woman looked back at the screen. "You'll need to fill out preliminary forms and wait to see whether an officer is available. Could be today. Could be later."

Ben glanced past the glass to a stack of clipboards thick enough to sink a boat. "Fine. We'll do that."

She slid forms toward him through the tray without a trace of sympathy. "Fill these out completely."

Ben took them, then looked down and saw half the fields. Alien number. passport number. country of issue. date of entry. port of entry. His stomach sank.

Beside him, Sage leaned close enough that only he heard her.

"This woman can help," she murmured. "She just doesn't want to."

Ben kept his eyes on the forms. "I know."

The woman behind the glass was already looking past them to the next person in line.

"Next!"

Ben stepped aside with the forms in his hand and the witches around him. They moved back toward the waiting area, four people carrying a problem that had just gotten more specific and much more difficult. He sat down hard in one of the plastic chairs and looked at the paperwork.

Blank spaces where whole fake histories were supposed to go. Demands for proof they did not have and could not invent cleanly enough to survive scrutiny. A process built for people who had come through known doors.

Raven watched his face. "This is bad, isn’t it?"

"Yeah," Ben said after a moment.

Luna looked at the forms in his hand, then at the intake desk, then at Sage. Sage gave a tiny shrug. The kind that meant she had already decided something.

Ben felt it before she spoke. The room was still the same ugly room, fluorescent and tired and packed with people waiting to be helped by systems that did not care if they stayed all day. But their chances of doing this cleanly had just narrowed to almost nothing.

Sage’s eyes went bright and she smiled.


Chapter twenty-four


Sage leaned closer, voice low enough that only Ben heard it.

"This woman can help," she said again. "She just doesn't want to."

Ben kept his eyes on the forms in his hand. "I know."

He did know. That was the worst part. The clerk had not said no. She had done something more American. She had handed him a maze and called it procedure.

Across the waiting room, the number board beeped again. A tired mother bounced a baby on her shoulder. A man in a work vest argued quietly into his phone near the vending machines. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead with all the warmth of a hospital hallway.

Ben looked at the intake desk. The clerk had already moved on to the next person with the same flat expression. She probably wasn’t going to help that person, either.

He glanced at the forms again. Passport number. Port of entry. Alien registration number. Fields so absurdly impossible for the witches that they might as well have asked for moon soil and dragon bones, although the reality was that they could probably conjure up that stuff.

Sage looked at him, green eyes bright and impatient. Raven watched too, blue eyes wary now. Luna sat very still, her hands folded tight in her lap.

Ben lowered the forms to his knee. "If you do anything," he murmured to Sage, "it has to be small."

Sage nodded. "Small. I can do small."

"No fireworks or loud chanting,” Ben said. “Don’t make everybody in the room speak Romanian."

She looked faintly insulted. "Why would I do that? I don’t even know what the language sounds like."

"Because you enjoy chaos," Ben said.

She shrugged again, but smiled.

Ben exhaled slowly. He hated this. He hated the feeling of being cornered into it. He hated that the system had made magic seem like the practical option. But he looked at the women beside him, black dresses, borrowed cardigans, no papers, no names the government would recognize, and the irritation in his chest turned back into the harder thing underneath it.

Protecting them meant getting them through the door in front of them, not the ideal door that didn't exist.

He stood. "Come on."

Raven rose first. Luna followed. Sage looked almost pleased with herself, which made Ben point one finger at her before they even reached the desk.

"Helpful," he said quietly. "Not weird."

"I can do helpful," Sage said.

"I would love to see it."

They returned to the intake window. The clerk looked up, already annoyed to see them again, especially since she hadn’t called for them.

"Yes?" she asked.

Ben set the impossible forms down on the counter. "I'm sorry, but we need to speak with someone who can actually help us start the process. These forms ask for documents they don't have."

The woman's mouth flattened. "That's because the documents are required."

Sage shifted slightly at Ben's side. It was subtle. No glowing eyes or muttered spell. Just a quiet change in the air, as if the stale office chill softened for one breath. Ben felt it because he knew to look for it now. A light pressure, almost like the moment before static.

The clerk blinked once, then again. Her shoulders relaxed.

"Let me see," she said, and her voice had lost some of its edge.

Ben kept his face neutral with effort.

The clerk took the forms back, glanced at the top page, then at the witches. Her eyes lingered on Raven, Luna, Sage, not with suspicion now but with something more like actual thought.

"No documentation at all?" she asked.

"No," Ben said. "They're refugees from Romania. They escaped a really bad situation and came here with nothing."

The lie felt ugly in his mouth. Necessary, but ugly. He made himself stay with it anyway because if the world needed a shape for their suffering before it would help, then he would give it one it understood.

The clerk tapped her keyboard. "If they have no papers, they may qualify for a humanitarian intake review. Usually that's a longer process, but I think I can speed it along."

Sage's expression did not change. But Ben saw the smallest twitch in her fingers at her side.

The clerk kept typing. Then she frowned at the screen, clicked somewhere else, and looked up. "Actually, one of our officers has an opening now. Sit tight."

Ben stared at her. "Now?"

"Yes." She picked up a phone. "I can move you through if I mark it as urgent. An emergency."

"That would be amazing," Ben said.

The clerk gave him a tired little nod that somehow looked almost kind. "Go have a seat. I'll call you when I know more."

They stepped away from the desk, and Sage gave a tiny smug shrug.

Ben leaned down toward her as they crossed back to the chairs. "You are a menace, but I love it."

She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. Five minutes later, their number flashed again.

This time the clerk herself waved them through a side door. Ben followed her down a short hallway lined with beige walls and framed posters about citizenship. His pulse had picked up. It felt wrong how quickly things had changed, when so many other people had to suffer. It also felt like the only reason they were moving at all.

The office they were led into was small and colder than the waiting room, with a desk, four chairs, a computer, and a little plastic flag stuck in a holder near the monitor. Behind the desk sat an immigration officer in shirtsleeves, maybe mid-forties, with reading glasses and a weary face that suggested he'd heard every bad story in the world and trusted none of them on first pass.

The clerk spoke to him in a lower voice Ben couldn't quite catch, then left.

The officer looked at the four of them. "All right. I'm Officer Delaney. Start from the beginning."

Ben sat with the witches beside him and did exactly what he'd planned. A simple story with no embellishment: three women from Romania, with no documents or family. They needed legal status and work authorization if possible.

Delaney listened without interrupting, fingers steepled under his chin. Then he started asking questions. Dates. Names. Approximate ages. Whether they had entered at an official point. Whether they feared being sent back. Whether anyone was looking for them.

Ben answered what he could. The witches answered when they had to, quietly and carefully. Raven said "Romania" with enough confidence to almost make Ben believe it himself. Luna spoke least and best. Sage mostly shrugged, which somehow helped. Traumatized people with no papers were probably not expected to have polished stories.

Still, some of the questions came close enough to the truth to sting.

"Why did you leave?" Delaney asked.

Raven looked down at her folded hands. "People wanted us gone."

Well, that much was true.

"Do you fear returning?"

Luna lifted her eyes. "Yes."

Also true.

Ben sat there feeling the lie and the truth rubbing against each other until they were hard to separate cleanly. He hated that, but he also knew he would do it again before he let these women become ghosts in his country.

Delaney typed as they spoke. At one point he asked for last names.

All three witches looked at Ben.

The officer noticed. "They don't have surnames?"

Ben felt that one hit in a weird place. Of course they didn't. Why would they have needed them in the world they had fled? Here, in this room, the absence suddenly looked naked.

"No," he said. "They haven't used them."

Delaney took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. "Okay, for processing purposes, they need them."

Raven glanced at Ben again. So did Luna. Sage too, though hers was more direct, almost challenging.

He looked at Delaney. "Can they use mine?"

The officer paused. "If that's the name they intend to go by here, yes."

Raven's blue eyes stayed on Ben. Luna had gone very still again. Sage's expression had changed into something he couldn't read all at once.

Ben kept his voice even. "Then Ford."

Delaney nodded and started typing again. Raven Ford. Luna Ford. Sage Ford.

Ben watched the names appear on the officer's screen reflected faintly in his glasses, and something in his chest shifted. They had last names now.

Sage's magic came in twice more after that. Once when Delaney frowned at a field and muttered about processing delays. Sage touched the edge of his desk with two fingers, just lightly, and his expression eased enough for him to say, "There's a provisional route we can use here."

Again when another clerk came in with a stack of folders and started to say they would need to wait for review. Sage looked up at her, blinked once, and the woman abruptly changed course.

"Actually," she said, shuffling the folders, "I can push these through first."

Ben sat through all of it with his nerves stretched tight.

He kept answering questions. Kept signing where Delaney pointed. Kept checking the witches with quick side glances to make sure none of them looked frightened enough to bolt. The whole thing felt like walking over a frozen pond while pretending not to hear the cracks. But the cracks never gave way.

An hour after they'd come through security, Delaney finally printed three laminated temporary identification cards and three work authorization documents, slid them across the desk, and said, "These are valid pending further review. Keep them with you. If your addresses change, notify the office."

Ben just stared. Raven picked up her card first, then Luna, then Sage.Their new names sat there in government font under bad fluorescent light.

Raven Ford.

Luna Ford.

Sage Ford.

Ben took a breath when he realized he'd been holding it. They were real. His witches were now real.

Delaney gathered the remaining papers into a file. "You'll need to follow up later, but this gets you legal work authorization and identification for now."

Ben looked up. "That's it?"

The officer gave him a tired half-shrug. "That's enough for today."

Ben almost laughed from relief.

They thanked him. All four of them. Even Sage, though hers came out like she'd bitten the word in half first. Then they were back in the hallway, then through the waiting room, then outside in the bright Maryland afternoon where the air felt much warmer.

For a second none of them moved. Cars passed. A siren sounded somewhere blocks away. Somebody on the sidewalk argued cheerfully into a phone. Normal life kept going while the four of them stood there with IDs in their hands.

Raven looked down at hers again, then up at Ben, smiling slowly. "Raven Ford."

Luna traced the edge of her card with one fingertip. "Luna Ford."

Sage held hers up between two fingers. "Sage Ford."

Then Raven laughed, low and delighted. "That sounds suspiciously like we're married."

Ben let out a breath that turned into a laugh before he could stop it.

Sage looked from her card to him and back again. Then she shrugged, green eyes bright.

"Hey," she said. "That's actually a great idea."

Ben looked at the three women standing in the sun with his last name in their hands and felt so much tension in his chest just melt away.


Chapter twenty-five


Ben looked at Sage, then at the cards in all three of their hands, then back at the federal building behind them in wonder.

"Marriage sounds nice on the surface,” he began. “But ultimately, it’s not that great an idea," he said.

Raven's smile only widened. "You hesitated. That's very telling."

"I hesitated because I was imagining the legal paperwork, which is my body's natural response to fear now," he said. “Also, it’s not legal. I can’t marry three women.”

Sage shrugged, green eyes bright. "Still didn't say no."

Luna stood with her temporary ID held carefully between both hands, her expression softer and more private than the others. She looked down at the name again.

Luna Ford.

Ben had expected the practical relief to hit. He had not expected this part. The sight of his last name on something official beneath hers did something strange to his chest, a pull that felt almost too intimate for a government parking lot.

Raven slipped her card into the little plastic sleeve Delaney had given her, then held it up toward him like she was presenting evidence. "Raven Ford sounds good."

"It does," Sage agreed.

Ben laughed, but it came out thinner than he meant it to. "You three are making this weirdly serious for people who were joking ten seconds ago."

Raven looked at him with that direct blue-eyed focus of hers. "I wasn't entirely joking."

Cars rolled by at the curb. Somewhere nearby, a horn honked twice in impatient annoyance. The world kept going while Ben stood in the sun trying to process the fact that three women from another world now carried his last name.

Sage tucked her ID into her dress, patted it once, and said, "Well, if your country won't let you marry three women, that's the country's problem."

Ben snorted. "Thank you for your nuanced legal analysis."

"You’re welcome."

Luna finally looked up from her card. "It does feel... different."

Ben turned toward her. "Different good or different bad?"

She thought about it for a moment. “Good. Definitely good.”

Raven stepped closer, lowering her voice though nobody nearby cared about them in the slightest. "If you want, later, we can make jokes until it feels less intense."

He laughed under his breath. "That is a very Raven solution."

"It usually works."

Sage looked toward the parking lot. "Can we keep the names and still get lunch?"

Ben chuckled. “Yeah. Let’s all go to the car."

Raven laughed. Luna smiled down at her card one last time before tucking it safely away. Then the four of them headed back to the lot, still close enough together that Ben could feel the shape of them around him like a new habit forming in real time.

On the drive home, the mood kept shifting between giddy and thoughtful.

Raven read her card out loud twice from the passenger seat, each time sounding more pleased with it. Sage did accents in the back seat and declared herself "mysterious Romanian nobility" until Luna quietly informed her that nobles probably filled out less paperwork than they had.

Ben drove with one hand on the wheel and the other resting near the center console, not saying much for a few minutes because he was still turning the whole thing over in his mind.

Ben let out a slow breath. "I haven't had family attached to that name in a long time."

Luna leaned forward from the back seat, her hand coming to rest lightly on his shoulder for a second before she let it fall away. "You do now."

Ben swallowed once and nodded because talking right then felt riskier than traffic.

Sage, blessedly, did not try to polish the moment into anything prettier than it was. She just said, "Obviously."

Raven reached over and laid her hand over his on the console. He turned his hand and squeezed hers once.

They stopped for takeout on the way home because none of them felt like waiting another hour to eat. Ben chose a little Mediterranean place with fast service. Raven fell in love with hummus with her first bite. Sage declared shawarma "suspiciously perfect." Luna was fascinated by the little containers of rice and wanted to know why every restaurant in America served enough food to negotiate a peace treaty.

They carried the bags into the house like victors returning from war, if war involved laminated cards and baba ghanoush.

Murphy met them at the door, ecstatic as always. The witches all crouched to pet him, and for a moment Ben stood behind them with the takeout bags in both hands and just watched.

Three women in black dresses on his floor, cooing over his dog, their new IDs tucked into their bags and bras and cardigan pockets like tiny passports into a life that had only existed in dreams a day ago.

He took the food to the kitchen and started unpacking containers onto plates because he always plated takeout when he was in a good mood. The witches followed, all talking at once now that the nerves had drained out.

Raven wanted to frame her temporary card. Sage wanted to march into Nighttime Oddities and throw it on the counter like a challenge. Luna wanted a safer place to keep hers because she did not trust "dress pockets and optimism" as a long-term storage plan.

Ben smiled and got four plates down from the cabinet.

"We'll get you wallets," he said. “And we can order some purses tonight.”

Sage looked scandalized. "I have a dress. Why would I need a wallet?"

"Because your dress is not a safe place to keep things,” Ben replied.

"It’s worked so far,” Sage said.

"It’s also nearly exposed your entire ass on the stairs," Ben pointed out.

Sage gave him a look. “You say that like it’s a bad thing."

Raven laughed so hard she had to lean on the counter.

They ate in the living room so they could relax. Plates balanced on knees. TV on low but mostly ignored. Murphy sprawled at their feet under the coffee table like a good boy. At one point Raven pulled her card back out and held it under the lamp.

"Raven Ford," she said again, quieter this time.

Luna drew hers out too. So did Sage.

Ben set his plate down on the coffee table and looked at the three cards in their hands.

Raven's smile had gone tender around the edges. Luna looked almost solemn. Sage looked less flippant than she had outside, though she'd probably rather die than admit it.

Ben leaned back into the couch. "You really like it, don’t you?"

“Of course,” Raven said. "It feels like we belong to something."

Sage shrugged, but not carelessly. "Now it feels like we’re real. Real, and yours."

Ben rubbed the back of his neck because apparently this chapter of his life involved accidentally confessing emotional truths over takeout rice. "I just mean..."

Raven saved him, but only barely. "You mean we're yours."

Heat climbed in his cheeks. "I mean you're here. With me. On purpose."

Sage leaned back against the couch with a little smile.

Luna watched him for a moment. “We should make it official.”

“I like the sound of that,” Raven said with a nod.

Three women who had chosen his house, his protection, his bed, his food, and now his name.

Ben exhaled slowly. "No. I’ve told you, we can’t. It’s not legal."

The TV kept murmuring some forgettable commercial into the room. A car passed outside. Murphy let out one sleepy dog sigh. Raven set her plate aside, rose from the couch, and crossed to him. She climbed onto his lap sideways. Her card was still in her hand.

She held it up between them. "I think I want to keep it forever."

Ben looked at the plastic card, then at her face.

He touched the bottom edge of the card. "Yeah?"

Raven nodded. "Yeah."

From the other end of the couch, Sage said, "Also we should all get married. Seriously."

Ben laughed helplessly, because there it was again, absurd and not absurd at all now.

"It's illegal," he said.

Sage shrugged. "Then your laws are wrong."

Luna smiled, looking down at her card. "That may also be true."

Ben looked at all three of them and knew the joke had stopped being only a joke. He kissed Raven because it felt like the only sane response.

She kissed him back smiling, and Sage made an impatient sound and climbed over his legs to get closer, and Luna followed with that quieter certainty of hers. A minute later the plates were forgotten on the coffee table, the IDs tucked safely onto the side table beside the lamp, and the four of them were tangled together on the couch in a warm happy pile.

Much later, when the kissing slowed and everybody was smiling and flushed and warm against him, Ben's phone buzzed.

He froze for half a second, then reached for it because some habits died ugly. One glance at the screen was enough.

It was Craig. Three missed calls and two new emails.

Final written warning meeting. Mandatory tomorrow morning.

Ben stared at the screen while Raven's hand rested warm on his chest and Luna's leg lay over his and Sage pressed close enough that he could feel her breathing.

Sage saw his face first. "Is it your boss again?"

Ben looked from the phone to the three women around him, then toward the side table where their temporary IDs sat catching the lamp light.

Raven Ford. Luna Ford. Sage Ford.

"Yeah," he said quietly.

Then he set the phone back down, looked at the women who now carried his name, and knew tomorrow was not going to be about apologizing for leaving work on time.

It was going to be about whether he was finally ready to walk away and start a new life.


Chapter twenty-six


Ben stood in the kitchen with his phone in one hand and Craig's name glowing on the screen like a rash. Three missed calls. Two emails. Final written warning meeting. Mandatory tomorrow morning.

The living room behind him was warm with low lamp light and the soft rustle of the witches shifting on the couch. Their temporary IDs sat on the side table near the lamp, little rectangles of plastic that somehow looked more important than his entire work inbox.

He read the newest email once, jaw tight, then locked the phone and set it facedown on the counter.

Raven's voice drifted in from the couch. "Still awful?"

Ben leaned both hands on the counter for a second before turning back toward them. "Craig would like me to come in tomorrow and apologize for having a life."

Sage made a face. "I’ll help you hide his body."

Luna sat with her legs tucked under her, one hand resting near her card on the table. "Can he actually do anything tonight?"

"Tonight? No." Ben looked toward the stove, toward the cabinets, toward the familiar shape of comfort. "Tonight I am choosing a healthier coping mechanism."

Raven smiled. "Cooking."

"Exactly."

He rolled his shoulders once, already feeling better just from deciding what his hands would do next. The kitchen lights came on. Cabinet doors opened. He took stock of his ingredients.

Chicken thighs sounded good, especially when sauteed with some mushrooms, shallots, garlic, and butter. Maybe a bit of white wine and stock. Potatoes? Sure. Green beans? Definitely. It wasn’t quite French, which was what he wanted, but it was close enough, and pleasantly simple.

He set a cutting board on the counter. "Ladies, tonight we are having a French dinner."

Sage stood up immediately. "What’s that? What’s a French?"

“France,” I said. “A country where they love butter and rich food.”

She nodded in approval. "You’re speaking my language now."

Raven drifted into the kitchen and leaned against the counter close enough to watch him work. Luna followed more quietly, already reaching for the potatoes without being asked. That still hit him sometimes, how fast the house had become shared muscle memory. Sage took up a spot by the sink and stole a mushroom from the cutting board before he even started slicing.

Ben pointed the knife at her. "Kitchen tax is one thing. Raw mushroom theft is criminal."

She chewed with complete calm. "I regret nothing."

He got the chicken browning in a hot pan, skin crackling, the smell of it instantly filling the kitchen with something rich. Luna peeled potatoes with neat concentration. Raven wanted to know what made food French beyond "more butter than God intended." Sage kept drying dishes that were already dry because she had too much energy in her body to stay still.

Everybody felt good. He could see it and hear it. The IDs had done that. The names had done that. The impossible thing had become a little less impossible.

Raven kept touching the pocket where her card rested as if checking it was still there. Luna had looked toward Ben's phone twice now without commenting. Sage was all sparks and impatience, like if the house had not contained three other people she might have gone outside and yelled at the moon to vent her excess energy.

Happy, Ben thought. Happy and a little antsy. He knew the feeling. The body after adrenaline. Life after a big decision. The pause after one world loosened its grip and before the next one quite settled.

Raven watched him deglaze the pan with wine and tipped her head at the hiss of steam.

"That smells incredible,” she said.

“Thanks,” Ben said.

“Is this something your mother used to cook?” Raven asked.

"Sort of,” Ben said. “Her version was better. Mine's more weeknight Maryland pretending it's Paris."

Raven smiled. "I like your version of Paris."

Ben glanced over his shoulder. "You haven't had it yet."

"I have faith in you,” she said.

He finished the sauce, added some mushrooms and cream, then sauteed some green beans in butter and garlic. That really got the kitchen smelling right and proper. Once everything was done, he did his best to plate the meal with care. They deserved at least that much.

The witches looked openly impressed.

Raven clasped her hands. "You keep cooking these wonderful things. I still haven't adjusted."

"You will with time," Ben said with a smile.

They ate at the table this time. Candles lit because Raven had insisted celebration deserved them, and because after the last week Ben had decided some theatricality was probably healthy. Besides, most women liked candles.

Sage closed her eyes as she chewed her first bite. "This is obscene," she said.

Luna tasted the sauce and looked genuinely moved. "This might be magic, too."

Raven dragged a piece of chicken through the potatoes and sighed happily. "If your awful boss steals this life from me, I will hex his fingers so they no longer work and he can’t send anymore emails."

Ben laughed, but the mention of Craig brought him back to those damn emails.

Raven noticed it immediately. "He's in your head."

Ben pursed his lips. "Yeah."

Sage swallowed and set down her fork. "Then quit. It’s as simple as that."

Direct as a brick through a window. Very Sage.

Ben looked at her. "That is not a tiny choice, you know."

"No," Sage said. "It’s not tiny at all. But it is a good one."

Luna traced her fork through a line of sauce on her plate, then looked up. "Do you want to stay there?"

Ben didn't answer right away because there was no point lying to any of them now. Not after the names. Not after this day.

"No," he said. “But the benefits are good.”

Raven's voice gentled. "Then why keep offering yourself to it?"

He leaned back in his chair and let out a breath. "Because jobs are money. Mortgage is money. Insurance is money. And like I said, the benefits are good."

Sage shrugged. "We've made nearly four thousand dollars selling candles to emotionally vulnerable people in two days. Would sixty grand a month be enough money for you to quit?"

"There’s no way that’s sustainable,” Ben said. “But yeah, that’s a life-changing amount.”

"Especially for this neighborhood," Raven added.

That made him laugh despite himself. Then he looked down at his plate, at the butter sheen on the potatoes, the half-empty wineglass by his hand, the women around his table carrying his name.

Luna spoke quietly. "You do not have to decide because we're asking for it,” she said.

Ben lifted his eyes to hers.

She held his gaze. "But you should decide who your life belongs to."

Ben rubbed his thumb along the stem of his glass. "Craig wants me in tomorrow morning for a warning meeting."

Raven's brows drew together. "To warn you not to have a life outside of work?"

"Essentially," Ben said.

Sage looked disgusted. "What does he think you are, a farm animal?"

Ben smiled thinly. "A farm animal would probably get better treatment. He thinks of me as a spreadsheet with health insurance."

Raven reached across the table and laid her hand over his. "Then make the right choice, Ben. And do it in a way that’ll really piss him off."

It was such a Raven line, dark and playful and dead serious under both. Ben looked at her hand over his, then at Luna, then at Sage. A public stance, he thought. Something that made the next day different before it happened to him. He set down his glass.

"I'm not begging for that job," he said. "Tomorrow I go in. If Craig wants me to pretend the job comes before everything else, I say no. If that means he fires me, fine. If he wants me to crawl, I'm done."

Sage smiled, sharp and proud. Raven's whole face warmed. Luna's shoulders eased in a way he hadn't fully realized were tense.

Raven squeezed his hand once. "There you are."

Dinner lasted another half hour after that. They drifted back to lighter things. French food. Wallets for the new IDs. Whether Raven could be trusted to own a debit card before she understood online shopping's more dangerous corners. Whether Sage would immediately buy black boots.

Afterward they cleaned up together in a loose warm shuffle. Raven dried. Luna stacked. Sage wrapped herself around Ben's back for no reason except that she could while he rinsed plates.

"Helpful," he said.

"I am emotionally supporting the chef," she replied.

"By attaching yourself like a koala?" Ben asked.

She kissed the back of his neck. "Exactly."

When the kitchen was done, they migrated to the living room. Raven put on music low. Luna curled into one corner of the couch with Murphy half in her lap. Sage stretched out on the rug, then rolled onto her back and looked up at Ben upside down.

"We're all a bit weird tonight," she said.

"Yeah," Ben admitted. "A little."

Raven, standing by the lamp, touched the edge of her ID card again in her cardigan pocket. "I think it's because today was a big day."

Luna nodded. "And tomorrow might be even bigger."

Ben sat down on the couch. Raven came to him first and sat sideways on his lap. Sage got up off the rug and settled against one side of him. Luna moved in on the other, quieter, but no less deliberate.

The closeness felt less tentative than it had before. Less like four people still discovering whether they fit, more like they had already decided they did and were now learning the shape of things.

Raven brushed her fingers along his jaw. "Whatever happens tomorrow, you know we're with you."

Sage rested her chin on his shoulder. "Even if you come home unemployed and moody."

Luna's hand found his on the couch cushion. "Especially then."

Ben looked at the three of them, at the warmth and certainty in their faces, and smiled.

"Thanks," he said quietly.

Sage's fingers tightened once against his arm. Luna's eyes softened as she smiled. Raven just watched him with that direct impossible gaze and then kissed him slowly and tenderly. Their kiss increased in passion and intensity at a slow pace, going from just their lips pressing together to Raven’s tongue gently pushing against his.

Sage leaned over and kissed his shoulder while still clutching his arm. After a moment Ben leaned over and kissed her as well. Her hand reached out and touched his cheek; she kissed like she had been anticipating it for weeks, months, years.

He twisted a bit so he could kiss Luna as well. Her kisses were always gentle, and her lips curved into a smile as she did so.

“What say we continue this upstairs?” Ben asked.

Raven hurriedly leaped off his lap. “I thought you’d never ask,” she said as she made for the stairs.

The other women followed her, pulling their dresses off over their heads as they ascended the stairs. Ben laughed and followed, positively enamored by the view of three perfect butts and legs going up those stairs.

By the time they all got to the bedroom, the women were fully nude and Ben was most of the way there. He managed to yank his belt off with a single firm snatch and tossed it to the side. His pants came off next, then his boxers. By the time he was naked and climbing onto the bed, all three women were reaching for him.

Raven tried to get there first but Sage was feeling greedy. She grabbed both of Ben’s hands and yanked him forward, right on top of her. They fell into a pile, with Ben landing right between Sage’s luscious thighs, both of them laughing. Raven went as far as to slap Ben on the ass for that one.

Ben bent down, kissing Sage thoroughly once their laughter ended. She wrapped both arms around him and held him tightly, kissing him with a passion and level of desire that he would have expected from the fiery woman. Their tongues pressed into each other’s mouths and she held his face tightly against hers.

As soon as he became erect, the head of his cock pressed right against her. He could feel her heat and wetness, and she began moving her hips side to side, urging him on. He pushed his hips forward a few times, hoping by sheer luck things would line up and he could finally enter the gorgeous redhead, but she pulled away at that.

“Not yet,” she said, touching the tip of his nose with a finger. “You’ve got to earn it.”

“I think I can do that,” Ben said, kissing her lips again.

She smiled and closed his eyes as he kissed her chin, her jaw, her throat. He kept kissing his way down her body, stopping for a moment at her perky breasts to gently tease and nibble on each of her soft pink nipples.

Luna and Raven were in each other’s arms next to them, kissing each other like they meant it. Raven moaned softly as Luna kissed down the side of Raven’s neck and worked her fingers between Raven’s thighs.

Well, Luna and Ben had the same idea, it appeared. After a few more kisses on Sage’s tender breasts, Ben kissed his way down her taut stomach, then grabbed onto her hips and got comfortable. He ran his lips along the inside of both thighs, planting kisses all the way up until he got to her pussy. She only had a few hairs there, and they were just as bright red as the hair on her head.

With one thumb, he gently rubbed on her clitoris to warm her up. She spread her thighs wide and he pointed his tongue, pushing it inside her. She let out a moan as he flatted his tongue, running it up her pussy lips until he got to her clitoris. Once he was there he settled in place and began rubbing his tongue on it, gently working her love button while pushing a finger inside her sweet wet pussy.

Next to them, Raven let out moans of pleasure. Sage was only a few seconds behind, moaning and whimpering as Ben fingered her and ate her pussy. He was tempted to try a finger in the bum as well, but he figured he’d save that for later. They’d tackle the basics first.

He kept working his tongue on her clit and rubbing her G-spot with a finger until trembles wracked her body. Her stomach tightened and she sucked her breath in between her teeth, then let out a loud moan. She called out Ben’s name, then reached down with both hands and ran her fingers through his hair.

But he didn’t let up. He continued working her pussy until she had a second orgasm, and only then did he let her relax. He straightened up, his finger still in Sage’s pussy as he glanced over at Luna. She straightened up only a moment later and smiled back at him.

Ben leaned over and kissed Luna, tasting Raven’s pussy on her lips. Their kiss was long and sloppy as they licked the pussy juices off of each other while still fingering the other women.

After that they switched places so that Luna was going down on Sage while Ben took his turn with Raven. He went through the same motions, tonguing her clitoris while massaging her G-spot. In no time both women were shouting their pleasure to the ceiling as they came again.

Finally, Ben couldn’t take it any longer. He moved up and wiped all the saliva and pussy juices from his mouth with his hand, then wiped that on the head of his cock. After lining himself up with Raven’s pussy, he pushed himself inside pure heaven.

She let out a loud moan as he entered her, then reached out and pulled him closer. He laid himself down on top of her, one hand squeezing her massive breast while he thrust his cock in and out of her soaking wet pussy. Ben glanced over and saw that Luna had Sage flipped over and was tonguing her ass while fingering her pussy. Okay, so maybe that was on the table.

Ben kept pumping his cock into Raven, enjoying the sensation of such an incredible body and such a beautiful woman. They kissed like they had been lovers for decades and held each other closely. Next to them, Luna managed to get another orgasm out of Sage before they both started reaching for Ben.

Sage tugged on his arm and he laughed, then finally stopped thrusting.

“Okay but we’re changing positions,” he said.

He pulled out of Raven, then stacked two pillows and sat with his back against them. Ben patted his thighs and Sage crawled on top of him, straddling his hips. She spat on her fingertips, then wiped the saliva on her pussy lips before sinking down on him. Sage closed her eyes and moaned loudly as she took his full length.

“They’re so beautiful together,” Luna said as she held Raven in her arms. They both watched Sage ride Ben like they were admiring fine art.

Ben’s hands went to Sage’s wide hips and he held on tightly as she began working her body up and down. Her pussy was pure wet happiness and the only way things got any better was when he slid my hands around and grabbed two handfuls of her big, round ass. That thing was the eighth wonder of the world.

He held on tightly and bent his knees so he could thrust up into Sage better. She leaned forward, placing her hands on his chest and closing her eyes. He fucked her good and hard, squeezing her ass and ramming his cock into her perfect pussy, but after a moment he realized he hadn’t done anything with Luna.

Well, he didn’t want to stop with Sage, so he had to try something different. Ben pulled one of the pillows out from behind his head and tossed it aside, then beckoned Luna closer.

“Come here,” he said, smiling.

Luna finally released Sage, then crawled over to kiss Ben. After a few seconds of that, Ben pulled her closer, eventually getting her to throw a leg over his face and settle down. She lowered her pussy right onto his mouth, even reaching down and spreading her lips so he could get free access to her clitoris.

Ben attacked it like a man on a mission. He kept his hands on Sage’s thick hips so he could thrust into her, but also focused on working his tongue across Luna’s smooth pussy. She let out a soft moan, then settled down a bit.

Raven scooched closer, then knelt right next to Ben’s head. She grabbed onto Luna and began thoroughly kissing her while grabbing her breasts. With all of that stimulation, it didn’t take Luna long to reach orgasm. As soon as she did, Raven moved back to Sage and began kissing and grabbing onto her as well.

“Almost forgot,” Raven said, waving her hand in front of Sage’s lower stomach. “Always good to be safe.”

“Fuck yes,” Sage said with her trademark fire. “Fill me up, Ben. Fill this pussy!”

She began working her hips up and down even harder, slamming them down each time. Ben struggled to concentrate, but Raven was his dark angel and came up to help with Luna again. Together they got one more orgasm out of her, and then Luna crawled off of his face.

Raven and Luna held each other tightly right over Ben’s head, all three of them watching Ben pound Sage as hard and fast as he could. Each thrust sent ripples through Sage’s thick ass and hips and her breasts shook. Her eyes were squeezed closed and her body suddenly tensed up as she orgasmed.

That was all Ben could take, and he reached the finish line at the same time. He shouted Sage’s name as he blasted her pussy with an absolutely massive load. His entire body flexed as he squirted his cum deep inside her, and she worked her hips in small circles as if milking him.

“Fill me up, my darling,” Sage said, looking him right in the eye. “I belong to you. Make sure I know it.”

Every muscle in Ben’s body tensed up as his orgasmed finished. He slumped back on the bed, sweat on his forehead and chest, breathing hard.

All three women immediately showered him with kisses and affection and love. They held him tightly and kissed his lips. Sage held his gaze for a while with a knowing look in her eye. They had connected that night and they both knew it.

Later, much later, when the house had gone still again and all four of them lay tangled under the sheets in the warm dazed hush that followed, Ben's phone buzzed on the nightstand.

He reached for it out of reflex, glanced at the screen, and saw a text from Jolene. Well, at least it wasn’t Craig.

You alive?

He smiled faintly and typed back one-handed without waking the others.

Yeah. What’s up?

The reply came almost immediately.

I have ideas. Also because your witches sold out half my inventory and I think we need to talk like adults before they accidentally turn my shop into a regional phenomenon. Not that I would mind, but it requires serious planning. By the way, are they actually witches? No, don’t answer.

Ben looked at the screen, then at the women asleep or nearly asleep around him.

Jolene, he thought. Right. Another adult. One who understood enough to be useful. Definitely better than Craig.

Raven stirred against his shoulder. "What is it?"

He set the phone back down. "Jolene."

Sage, eyes still closed, murmured, "Is she paying us more?"

Ben huffed a laugh. "Not yet."

Luna's voice was soft in the dark. "But she wants to help, right?"

He looked toward the faint shape of the phone on the nightstand.

"Yeah," he said. "I think she does."

And in the dark, with the house warm around them and tomorrow waiting with Craig on one side and Jolene on the other, Ben knew which conversation he was more ready to have.


Chapter twenty-seven


Ben got to Nighttime Oddities twenty minutes before opening with a travel mug of coffee and a knot of tension between his shoulders. Jolene had requested for the witches to show up early so they could go over some inventory and decorations.

Ben sent a text to work while at a red light. Running late. Personal matter this morning. Craig had replied in less than a minute. This is not acceptable. We need to talk before noon.

Ben put the phone facedown in the cup holder and drove the rest of the way in silence.

Now he stood on the sidewalk outside the black-painted storefront while Jolene unlocked the door with one hand and balanced a cardboard tray of iced coffees in the other. She wore a fitted black dress, black boots, and sunglasses big enough to make her look like a funeral director for celebrities.

"You look like you had a rough night," she said.

"You too," Ben replied.

"I did not. This is eyeliner."

Ben took one of the coffees automatically when she offered the tray. "Thanks."

"Don't thank me yet,” Jolene said. “It's black."

"I like black," Ben replied. “Have you seen my girlfriends?”

"I know. That's why you're here."

She pushed the door open and jerked her chin for him to follow.

The shop felt different before customers arrived. Quieter. Shelves, tags, displays, little towers of candles, seasonal bins of decorative nonsense arranged with care and a lot of black velvet. Less enchanted cave, more retail battlefield before the troops showed up.

Jolene set the coffees on the counter and reached under it for a thick rubber-banded stack of receipts.

"All right," she said. "Here’s the objective for the morning: I show you my numbers, and you tell me whether I'm becoming rich or committing tax fraud."

Ben took a sip of coffee and followed her around the counter. "Could be both."

"That's the spirit."

She spread receipts, handwritten notes, and register printouts across the glass countertop in neat little piles. Ben leaned in. The totals were absurd.

Monday's spike had been one thing. A freak event. Yesterday looked even stronger. Average ticket size up. Foot traffic up. Add-on purchases up in a way that made perfect sense if three beautiful witches had been nudging emotionally vulnerable people toward moon-themed impulse buys.

Ben whistled under his breath. "Jesus."

"I know," Jolene said. "That's why I texted you."

She tapped one stack with one black-painted nail. "Normal Tuesday, I maybe clear six hundred if Mercury isn't in retrograde and no one decides they can buy the same incense cheaper on fucking Amazon. Yesterday, I did over fifty-nine hundred before expenses."

Ben scanned the line items. Candles, oils, wall art, books, jewelry, bath products, black throw pillows. So many black throw pillows.

"You sold five hundred dollars in bath salts," Ben said. “And this isn’t Florida, so I don’t think anyone is smoking them.”

"I noticed," Jolene said.

He snorted, then kept reading.

The practical part of his brain kicked on harder with every page. Inventory reorder costs. Tax liability. Cash versus card percentages. Shelf space. Labor. Foot traffic patterns scribbled in Jolene's compact handwriting. She had been watching more closely than he'd realized.

She slid him another page. "This is where it stops being funny."

It was a note from her landlord about increased evening congestion on the sidewalk and a reminder that lease terms did not allow "special event overflow" without prior discussion.

Ben grimaced. "That's fast."

"My landlord is a capitalist pig,” Jolene said. “Except I shouldn’t insult pigs, because at least they are compassionate animals."

Jolene took off her sunglasses and set them on the counter. Without them, she looked more tired than theatrical, though the deadpan was still firmly in place. "If this keeps up, I need more stock, probably another display rack, maybe expanded hours. That means ordering bigger. Depositing more. Explaining more. Which is difficult when three of my best employees officially came out of nowhere."

Ben rubbed at his jaw. "Yeah. I see your point."

She watched him for a second. "You hear yourself doing that?"

"Doing what?" Ben asked.

"The tired little yeah you do when a problem gets real."

"That's just my face now."

"It can be fixed with money," Jolene pointed out.

He laughed once. "Huge if true."

The bell over the door did not ring, but movement in the back of the shop made Ben turn.

Raven emerged first from the stockroom carrying a box of candles against her chest. She wore one of the newer black dresses he'd ordered, soft cotton, low enough at the neckline to be dangerous but not technically workplace misconduct. Her black hair was tied back today, which somehow made her blue eyes even brighter.

Behind her came Luna with a clipboard and a pencil tucked over one ear, and Sage with three rolls of receipt paper and her typical irritable expression. All three stopped when they saw Ben still there.

Raven smiled immediately. "You’re still here!"

Sage looked him over. "Did you quit yet?"

"Good morning to you too," Ben said.

Luna set the clipboard down on the counter beside Jolene. "She's been asking every five minutes, you know."

"I asked three times," Sage protested.

Raven set the candle box down and leaned over the counter to kiss him, quick and warm. "You look worried."

"He has receipts in front of him," Jolene said. "That does it to men."

Ben gestured at the numbers. "You all are making her too much money too fast."

Sage looked pleased. "You’re welcome."

"It’s not always a good thing,” Ben said. “Unfortunately, it can draw the wrong kind of attention."

Luna glanced down at the papers, then at Jolene. "You are in trouble because of us."

"No," Jolene said. "I have an opportunity because of you. Trouble is just stapled to it."

That was Jolene in one sentence, Ben thought. Dry as dust and somehow kinder for not pretending otherwise.

Raven came around the counter to look at the printouts over his shoulder. "So what do we do?"

Jolene answered before Ben could. "We behave like adults for ten consecutive minutes and make a plan."

Sage made a face. "Ambitious."

Jolene ignored her. "First, the good news. You're all still employed. Very much so, especially since you all showed me that you’re now somewhat legal. Second, I can afford to pay better than minimum now if this stays steady, although I’ve already been giving you unofficial bonuses so that kinda goes out the window. Third, I need help with the back end, because I did not open a goth boutique to become a logistics goblin."

Ben looked over. "You want me to help."

"I want someone in this room who understands spreadsheets better than I do."

Sage snickered. Raven smiled at Ben with immediate satisfaction, as if this proved something she'd known already.

Ben folded his arms. "Help how?"

Jolene slid another page toward him. "Inventory. Ordering. Maybe basic books until I can get a real accountant to stop judging me for the words ‘moon milk’ on an invoice. You know, glamorous things."

Ben looked down at the numbers, the reorder columns, the margins. It was familiar work. Not exciting on paper, maybe, but real in a way his office job never felt real. Products on shelves. Customers in a room. Cash in a drawer. Decisions that led to visible consequences by evening.

And unlike Craig's endless deadline soup, this place had Raven laughing in aisle two and Luna soothing tired women with moon journals and Sage selling hand towels like they were seduction devices.

Jolene watched him take it in. "I'd pay you, of course."

Sage perked up. "Quit your shitty job and become our numbers wizard."

Ben looked at her. "You make every job title sound like a felony."

She shrugged.

The bell rang then, a half hour early. Everyone looked at the door.

A woman in yoga clothes peered in through the glass, saw movement, and waved an apologetic little wave while holding up a shopping bag from somewhere else.

Jolene sighed. "That's been happening too."

Raven smiled. "We're wanted."

"By capitalism, yes," Jolene said in a flat voice.

Ben glanced at the clock, then at his phone on the counter. Two more emails from Craig. One marked urgent.

His jaw clenched. That bastard was relentless.

Jolene noticed where his eyes went. "Office vampire?"

"Basically, yeah," Ben said.

She leaned one hip against the counter. "Look, I'm not giving you a grand speech. I barely have enough energy to be this supportive before ten a.m. But if you're wondering whether there's room here for you to matter, there is."

Raven looked at him, quiet now. Luna too. Even Sage didn't crack a joke.

Ben picked up one of the printouts again because it gave him a second to think. The witches had become the face of the store. Jolene was the spine of it. But there was room here, an actual practical room, for someone to keep it from collapsing under the weight of success.

"You'd trust me with the books after knowing me, what, a week?" he asked.

Jolene shrugged. "You haven't stolen anything. You look like you alphabetize your spices. And more importantly, those three trust you, which frankly is more important than a reference check."

Raven smiled at that. Ben looked up just in time to catch it, and the smile in her face did what it always did lately, made the decision stop feeling like career strategy and start feeling like choosing where his life actually lived. Then, Jolene reached under the counter and pulled out a tablet.

"Bad news," she said.

She tapped the screen and turned it toward him. It was security footage from Monday. Ben leaned in.

Black-and-white overhead video. The front of the store. Customers moving through aisles. Raven near the register. Sage drifting from shelf to shelf. Luna standing by the books.

At first it looked normal. Then Ben watched a man come through the door, glance around once, and physically slow mid-step the second Sage looked his way. Not subtly. His shoulders dropped. His head turned. He drifted toward the candle wall like a sleepwalker discovering a hobby.

Another clip. A woman in scrubs near Luna, visibly tense, hands clenched around her purse strap. Luna said something Ben couldn't hear. The woman's posture softened almost instantly, whole body easing in a way that was too sharp to call ordinary comfort.

Another. Raven smiling at a customer while touching the display beside her, and three people in frame all turning toward the same shelf within seconds.

Ben straightened slowly. The witches were watching him now. Jolene locked the tablet and set it down.

"Still think this is just charisma?" she asked.

Nobody spoke. The shop felt very quiet all at once, despite the customer still waiting outside and the street noise beyond the windows.

Raven folded her arms loosely over herself. Her voice, when it came, was softer than usual. "We knew we were influencing them."

Ben looked at her. "I know."

Luna's fingers tightened around the pencil she'd been carrying. "Not like this."

Sage's chin lifted a fraction. "They still chose."

Jolene gave her a level look. "Maybe. But they chose with help they didn't know they were getting."

Ben looked at the tablet again, then at the receipts, then at the women he loved in a store that had started feeling a bit less harmless.

Outside, the woman at the door checked her phone and peered in again. Jolene slid the tablet aside and looked over at the front door.

"We open in eight minutes," she said. "So here's the question for today."

She looked first at the witches, then at Ben.

"How much magic are we willing to put between a customer and their own choices?"


Chapter twenty-eight


Ben looked from Jolene to the witches, then to the woman waiting outside with her hand still on the door. No one moved.

"People get influenced all day," Sage protested. "By signs, music, pretty packaging, whatever nonsense that yogurt company is doing with its labels. We're just better at it."

Jolene nodded once. "That's annoyingly fair."

Ben folded his arms. "There's still a line, though. There has to be."

Raven turned to him. "What line?"

"The part where a person knows they're being persuaded," he said.

Sage made a face. "No one thinks a billboard loves them."

"Exactly."

Raven frowned, but not in a stubborn way. In a thinking way. "So the problem isn't our influence. It's that it’s hidden."

Ben nodded. "Yes."

Jolene leaned back against the counter. "For what it's worth, every retail environment is heavily manipulated. Lights, scent, product placement, music, mirrors, all of it. But I prefer not to cross over into actual sorcery if I can help it."

Sage crossed her arms. "If we stop completely, sales drop. Massively."

"Probably," Jolene said.

"Definitely," Sage corrected.

Luna had been quiet, watching the tablet on the counter as if the footage might keep explaining itself if she stared long enough. Now she lifted her eyes to Ben.

"When people came to us for healing back home," she said, "sometimes they were too frightened to ask plainly. A little nudge opened them. A little calm let them hear what they already wanted."

Ben looked at her. He knew Luna wasn't making a slick argument. She meant it. In her world, hidden help had probably sometimes been the only kind available. He also knew what the footage had looked like. Customers softening in ways they hadn't chosen.

Raven drew a slow breath. "What if a person is lonely, or scared, or stuck in their own head, and I only... loosen the knot a little?"

Outside, the waiting customer checked her phone, then peered in again through the glass.

Jolene sighed. "I hate personal growth before opening."

Ben rubbed at the back of his neck and forced himself to think practical. "Okay. We need rules simple enough to follow in the moment."

Sage groaned. "You're making this a workplace seminar."

"Yes," Ben said. "Because apparently I have to."

That got a tiny smile out of Raven. He stepped around the counter and took the dry-erase board Jolene used for daily specials off a shelf by the register. He found a marker, uncapped it, and started writing.

Jolene watched. "You're serious."

"Very."

He wrote slowly enough that the witches could read as the words appeared.

No direct enchantment on customers.

No emotional nudging to make a sale.

No pushing money out of people with magic.

If someone asks for comfort or help, keep it light and honest.

No magic that changes what a person wants. Ever.

He stepped back.

Sage stared at the board like it had personally insulted her. "That is so many no's."

"It's five," Ben said.

"It feels like a hundred," she protested.

Raven read the last line twice. Then she looked at him. "You really mean ever."

"Yeah," Ben said.

The shop went quiet again.

Then Luna spoke, very soft but clear. "I think he has a point."

Everyone looked at her. Luna folded her hands around the pencil she'd been carrying.

"If we came here to be safe, then we cannot become another thing people should fear," she said.

That got Sage to stop scowling for almost a full second. Raven's face changed next. She looked thoughtful and sober, more so than Ben was used to seeing from her.

"I hate when she's right in that voice," Raven muttered.

Sage scoffed. "Fine. No digging fingers into people's minds for profit."

Ben gave her a look. "That’s a dramatic way to say it, but yes."

She shrugged. "What can I say? I'm a dramatic person."

Raven stepped up to the board and touched the edge of it with one fingertip. "What about accidents?"

Ben frowned. "What do you mean?"

Jolene answered before she did. "The footage."

Ben followed her meaning immediately. Right. The ambient part. The way customers slowed, softened, drifted. Some of what the witches did was active. Some of it might just be them in a room, emotional gravity in black dresses.

Luna looked uncomfortable now. "I don't know how much is intention and how much is... spill."

"Great," Ben said. "Love spill."

Jolene disappeared into the back room without warning.

Sage blinked. "Did we lose her?"

"That would be rude before opening," Raven said.

A moment later Jolene returned carrying three bracelets. Plain black beads, matte and unflashy, with little silver spacers between them.

She dropped them on the counter. "Hematite grounding bracelets. Sold them for years to suburban witches who think Mercury is ruining their text messages."

Ben picked one up. Cool, heavier than it looked.

"Do they work?" he asked.

Jolene gave him a flat look. "They work enough that I keep reordering them."

Luna reached for one carefully. "For focus?"

Jolene nodded. "For keeping energy close instead of letting it roll over a room. In theory."

Sage lifted the third bracelet and let it dangle from one finger. "In theory sounds fake."

"In theory sounds better than class-action mind control," Jolene said.

That got a snort out of Ben. Raven slipped one on at once. Luna followed. Sage rolled her eyes and put hers on too, though she did it like she was agreeing under protest.

Ben looked at them. Three women in black, silver-eyed and green-eyed and blue-eyed under the shop lights, suddenly wearing little grounding bracelets like they had just joined the world's most stylish ethics committee.

"All right," he said. "New policy. Wear those at work. No direct magic on customers. If somebody asks for help, use your actual words first."

Sage looked offended. "My actual words are incredible."

"They are often illegal, too," Jolene added.

The bell rattled as the customer outside tried the door again.

Jolene looked at the clock. "We're open."

She went to the door and flipped the lock. The woman in yoga clothes came in with the eagerness of someone who had been waiting for something specific. She made a beeline for the bath products.

Ben watched the witches. Watched for that strange softening in the air. That subtle pressure. The invisible hand. Nothing obvious came. Raven smiled and approached the customer with normal human warmth. "Let me know if you need anything."

No shimmer in the room. No tiny lag in the woman's gaze. Just Raven being beautiful and charming and very good at talking to strangers.

The customer held up a lavender bath soak. "Do you have anything for stress that smells less... farmer's market?"

Raven glanced toward Luna, who had already moved in closer. "We have a sandalwood blend that's a little darker."

The woman brightened. "Oh, thank God."

Ben watched Luna guide her to the shelf, not touching, not pushing. Just asking what she liked, what bothered her, whether she wanted floral or woodsy or something that made her bathroom feel expensive. The woman bought two jars and a candle on her own feet.

Sage leaned close to Ben at the counter and muttered, "I hate that your boring method might work."

He smiled without looking at her. "My boring method is undefeated."

"It has one trial."

"Still undefeated."

The next customer was a guy in a suit buying a gift for a girlfriend he had clearly disappointed. Sage took him, and Ben braced himself.

She just leaned on the display case and asked, "What did you do?"

The man looked startled. Then guilty. "I forgot an anniversary dinner."

Sage nodded once. "So we're not buying apology candy, we're buying effort."

She walked him through candles, a black ceramic moon dish, and a nice card. By the time he got to the register, he looked less enchanted than instructed. Jolene rang him up and looked at Ben over the top of the receipt with one brow lifted.

Maybe, the look said. Maybe.

The morning stayed slower than the enchanted days. There was no line out the door. No half-religious shopping frenzy. But the customers who came in bought real things for real reasons. Some left with more than they'd planned. Some didn't. A teenage girl came in for one pair of silver earrings and left with exactly one pair of silver earrings because Luna did not press. An older man asked Raven if a skull-shaped planter was "too much" for his desk and Raven said, "Absolutely, which is why you need it." He laughed and bought it anyway.

By eleven, Jolene had enough sales to keep her mood from collapsing entirely. She checked the register, looked at the hourly total, then at Ben.

"Lower," she said.

"But not dead," he replied.

She nodded once. "Not dead. And I don’t think the building owner will hike up my rent for days like this. We fit under the radar this way."

Raven came over with a box of restocked incense under one arm. "I feel oddly naked."

Sage snorted. "Different customer problem."

Raven ignored her. "Not using it, I mean. I didn't realize how easy it had become."

That was honest enough to make Ben look at her properly.

She was not pouting. Just unsettled by the change in her own habits.

"It'll get easier," he said.

Raven searched his face. "You really believe that?"

"Yeah."

She was quiet for a second. Then she nodded once. "All right."

Near noon, Ben's phone buzzed in his pocket.

He already knew who it would be. Craig. Then another buzz. And another.

Ben pulled the phone out, saw the stacked messages, and locked the screen without reading them.

Jolene saw. "Still your boss, I take it?"

"Unfortunately," Ben said.

She slid a receipt book toward him. "Good. Count inventory with me before you quit in a blaze of deeply satisfying frustration."

Ben laughed despite himself. He followed her into the stockroom while the witches worked the floor under their new rules, and for the first time since the portal had opened in his living room, the shape of what came next looked a little clearer.

When he set his phone on a shelf beside a carton of moon candles, it buzzed again.

This time the preview showed not Craig, but HR. Ben stared at the screen.

Jolene, halfway through opening a shipment box, looked up at his face and said, "Well. That seems like the next problem."

He picked up the phone but did not open the email yet. Out on the sales floor, Raven laughed at something a customer said. Luna's quiet voice followed. Sage told someone black hand soap would change their life.

Ben looked from the unopened HR email to the doorway, to the sound of the women building something he actually wanted to be part of.

Then he took a breath, thumb hovering over the screen.


Chapter twenty-nine


Ben opened the HR email in the stockroom with a bad feeling already halfway up his throat. The message was short, polished, and more threatening for how carefully it avoided sounding like a threat.

Failure to attend today's scheduled performance meeting may result in immediate disciplinary action, up to and including termination. Please report to Conference Room B by 11:30 a.m.

He checked the time.

11:07.

Jolene, halfway through cutting open a box labeled MOON PHASE TEA LIGHTS, looked up at his face. "I assume that's not a coupon."

Ben showed her the screen. She read it without much expression, then handed the box cutter back to him handle-first.

"So, they want you scared enough to come running?" she asked.

"Yeah," Ben said.

"Are you going?"

He looked past her through the stockroom doorway. From the sales floor he could hear Raven laughing at something. Sage saying, "No, black hand soap is not too dramatic. Your sink deserves to feel sexy." Luna's quieter voice under both, steady as always.

He looked back at the email. A month ago he would already have been in his car. Maybe furious, maybe exhausted, maybe rehearsing arguments at red lights on his way. That was the old rhythm. Work snapped its fingers and he came running. It did not matter what he had planned, what he wanted, who needed him. The machine called, and he jogged.

Now there was a cardboard box of tea lights open on a shelf beside him, a store full of women he cared about ten feet away, and a life forming that felt too real to avoid.

Jolene watched him think. "I can say something practical if you need it."

"Please."

She leaned one hip against the stock shelf. "If a place has to threaten you into showing up, it already knows it's losing."

Ben looked down at the phone one more time, then typed before he could talk himself back out of it.

I will not be attending. If you need to terminate me, do what you need to do.

He read it once, felt his pulse hammer, and hit send. A sudden relief washed through him.

Jolene held out her hand. He passed her the box cutter automatically.

She nodded once. "Good."

"That felt more liberating than it should have,” Ben said.

"Most decent decisions do," she said.

His phone buzzed almost immediately. Craig this time. Ben stared at the screen, then hit decline.

Jolene saw that and smiled. "Beautiful."

He laughed once. “Yeah, that felt great."

They went back out to the sales floor because the store was open and life did not pause for career crises.

Raven noticed him the second he stepped through the doorway. She was standing beside a display of candles, helping a woman in a denim jacket choose between three different "cleansing" sprays. Raven wrapped up the sale in under a minute, then crossed to him with that direct blue-eyed focus she got when she knew something had happened.

"What is it?"

Ben kept his voice low. "I just told work I'm not going to their warning meeting."

Raven went very still. "And?"

"And if they fire me, they fire me," Ben added with a shrug.

Raven stared at him for a moment, then gave him a smile filled with pride. She rose onto her toes and kissed him once, quick and warm, right there between a rack of black shawls and a tower of decorative skulls.

"Good," she said.

Sage appeared at his shoulder like she'd been summoned. "Did you finally defeat the spreadsheet kingdom?"

"Not literally," Ben said.

"Coward."

Luna came over more quietly, the clipboard still in her hand. "You chose."

Ben looked at her. "Yeah."

Luna's expression softened in that way of hers, gentle and somehow exact. "Good."

His phone buzzed again. This time it was a reply from HR.

Understood. Please return company property by end of week. Your access will be suspended pending review.

Ben read it twice. There it was. Not technically fired yet, maybe. But the middle ground had just disappeared.

Jolene, ringing up a customer with one hand, said, "Is it bad?"

He looked up from the screen and smiled.

"I think I just lost my job," Ben said. It didn’t feel bad, saying those words. Not at all. His smile deepened.

The customer at the register, a middle-aged woman buying a raven-shaped soap dish and two black dish towels, winced sympathetically. "Oh, honey."

Sage brightened. "Congratulations."

Raven laughed. Even Luna smiled.

Jolene finished the transaction, handed over a bag, and said to the woman, "Come again. Preferably with friends and unresolved feelings."

When the customer left, she looked at Ben. "Well?"

"Well," he agreed.

He expected panic to hit harder than it did. Some of it was there, sure. Mortgage, bills, insurance, adult life. But underneath it was a sense of clean relief so strong it almost made him lightheaded. No more pretending he could keep one foot in that office and one in the life that had appeared in his living room.

By one o'clock, Jolene had him in the back doing a quick pass on inventory counts because neither of them knew what else to do with their energy. Ben counted stock, checked reorder numbers, and built a simple spreadsheet on her ancient laptop while Sage periodically wandered in to ask if unemployment made him more fun.

Around two, Jolene slapped a legal pad down beside him.

"This," she said, "is what I can afford for part-time if sales stay around this level."

Ben looked at the figure. It wasn’t huge, but it was more than he expected. Not rich, but not poverty wages. Somewhere in the middle. Enough to sit back and enjoy life, especially considering how working here would reduce his stress level.

He looked up. "You'd really hire me?"

"I am a practical woman,” she explained “You can handle inventory, ordering, basic books, and apparently difficult women in black dresses. That qualifies you, in my eyes."

Raven, passing the stockroom door at exactly the right moment, leaned in and said, "He handles us wonderfully."

Jolene did not blink. "Spare me the juicy details. We’re discussing payroll."

Raven grinned and disappeared again.

Ben looked back at the number on the pad. Everything was not solved. It was still tight. Still risky. But the shape of his future was completely different, now.

By the time they closed, he had a copy of the store's supplier list in his email, a half-formed plan with Jolene about hours, and a text from Nate asking if he wanted to grab beers this weekend that Ben stared at for a full minute before deciding there was no way in hell he could explain his life in a bar yet.

Even after just a single day there, he had been able to streamline things considerably. Jolene was already grateful for having hired him and said she might wind up saving a lot of money with his fingers on the keyboard, since her own attempts at organization were often half-assed and haywire.

The walk home was a bit quieter than usual, but everyone was happy. Raven looped her arm through one of his. Sage kept brushing against his other side, more subdued than usual for once. Luna walked just in front of them.

Once home, a sort of calmness fell over him. The first thing he noticed was the laundry basket. Yes, just dirty clothes, but something about the sight of their dirty dresses mixed in with his socks felt calming. It solidified this strange life that still didn’t always feel quite real.

He set his keys down and stood in the entryway looking at the witches. For years his life had run on lonely little loops. Work. Dog. Dinner. Laundry. Dishes. Bills. Since his parents died when he was nineteen, he'd gotten good at not making a fuss over things. Good at taking care of himself. Good enough that he had stopped noticing what was missing.

Not grand romance or fantasy. Just the quiet signs that somebody else had moved through the day thinking of him too. Water in the dog's bowl. A second mug in the sink.

Raven was the first to notice his staring.

"Ben?" she asked.

He blinked and looked over at her. All three witches had turned back toward him from the living room.

"I'm fine," he said automatically, then huffed a little laugh. "I guess I got very efficient at living alone after my parents died. It’s nice seeing how that’s changing."

Luna came closer first, setting one hand lightly on his arm.

"Did you miss it?" she asked.

Ben looked at the basket again, then at the women. “No,” he said. “I’m grateful for all of you.”

Luna's hand tightened once against his sleeve and she smiled.

Raven came up on his other side and kissed his shoulder. Sage, after pretending for half a second that she was above tenderness, leaned her forehead against his back between his shoulder blades.

Ben stood there with all three of them touching him in the front hall of his rowhouse and felt emotion move through him in a way that was not sharp for once. Not the old ripping kind from nineteen. The quieter kind. The one that only showed up when life got warm enough for absence to be felt clearly.

On the little shelf near the stairs sat an old framed photo he had barely noticed for years. His parents in Ocean City, sunburned and smiling, his mother in huge sunglasses, his father holding up a fish like he was so proud. Luna followed his gaze.

"Is that them?" she asked.

Ben nodded.

She looked at the picture for a long moment, then back at him. "Will you tell me about them?"

Not now, her voice implied. Not in the hallway with shoes still on and work half-clinging to him. Just tell me later. Ben looked at her, really looked at her. At the quiet patience in her face. At the way Raven and Sage had both gone still beside him too.

"Yeah," he said.

Luna squeezed his arm once, then let him go so he could breathe.

Ben bent to scratch Murphy behind the ears because he needed a second. When he straightened again, Raven was gathering plates for dinner without being asked. Sage grabbed the laundry basket and moved it out of the way to make room on the couch. Luna stood by the little framed photo, not touching it, just waiting.

The house felt full in a new way. A wonderful way.


Chapter thirty


Ben's phone buzzed again before he'd even taken his jacket off.

He stood in the kitchen doorway with Murphy circling his legs and the witches waiting in the living room, and for one second he almost ignored it out of pure spite.

Then he looked. It was HR.

Not a warning or a meeting request this time. Instead it was a clean email, all careful language and corporate courtesy, informing him that his employment was terminated effective immediately. Benefits through the end of the month. Return equipment by Friday. Final paycheck to follow.

Ben read it once. Then again, because it caught him off-guard, just a little.

Behind him, Raven was setting takeout containers on the coffee table. Sage had one arm full of folded laundry. Luna still stood near his parents' photograph by the shelf, watching him with those deep blue eyes that missed too much.

"You’ve got that look again," Sage said.

Ben locked the screen and slipped the phone back into his pocket. "Yeah."

Raven turned. "Is it bad?"

He leaned one shoulder against the doorway and let the truth out without dressing it up. "They fired me."

Sage nodded. "Good."

Ben barked a laugh. "You know what? I’m starting to think you’re right."

"Of course I’m right,” she said. “They sucked."

"They did," Ben said with a nod.

Raven crossed the room and came right up to him. "Are you all right?"

“You know what?” Ben said. “Yeah. I feel good about this. About all of this.” He looked around the witchy shop for a moment. “About everything. I’ve spent most of my adult life as such a good little corporate lackey. I’m glad that’s done.”

Ben ordered Thai food for everyone after that. They ate on the couch with paper napkins and too many little sauce containers spread over the coffee table. Raven tucked her legs under herself and stole bites off Ben's plate despite having ordered enough food to feed a dockworker.

The practical part of his brain kept trying to rise anyway. His job was gone. The insurance clock was ticking. The store money was great but didn’t feel permanent. He still needed to return his laptop and pick up his final paycheck. Oh, and the mortgage. Couldn’t forget about that.

Every time the thoughts started stacking too high, Raven would hand him another bite of food or Sage would make an off-handed joke. Murphy rested his head on Ben’s leg a few times, but he knew the dog was just begging for food.

After dinner, Raven gathered the trash. Sage carried the empty containers to the kitchen. Neither of them looked at Luna when they did it, but Ben noticed all the same. They were giving them room.

It was done lightly enough that it did not feel staged. Raven turned on the dishwasher and announced she needed to reorganize the witchy jewelry she'd tossed in a bowl by the sink. Sage declared the laundry pile an insult to geometry and took it upstairs muttering. The house shifted around Ben and Luna until the living room went quiet.

Murphy hopped onto the couch beside Ben and sighed.

Luna stayed where she was for a moment, fingers resting near the temporary ID card she'd taken out and set by the lamp. Then she looked toward the shelf again.

"Would you tell me now?" she asked.

Ben followed her gaze to the framed photo of his parents.

“Yeah,” Ben said after a moment.

He got up and went to the hall closet. On the top shelf behind board games and old winter gloves was a plastic storage bin he hadn't opened in months, maybe even years. He brought it back to the coffee table and sat down with it between them. Luna folded one leg under herself and watched closely.

Inside the bin were photo albums, loose pictures, a couple greeting cards, his dad's Orioles cap, and a folded beach towel that still smelled faintly like detergent and nothing else. Time had done what time did. It had taken the scent first. Ben picked up the cap and turned it over once in his hands.

"My dad wore this thing until it should've fallen apart," he said.

Luna smiled softly. He handed her a framed photo instead. His mother in the kitchen, mid-laugh, wooden spoon in one hand, flour on her cheek. His father in the background pretending not to steal from the pan.

"They fought about music in the car," Ben said. "Like, weirdly seriously. My mom liked Motown and old pop. My dad thought every road trip should sound like Bruce Springsteen."

Luna let out a small laugh. Ben found himself smiling too.

"He also burned every burger he ever touched,” he said. “Every single one. Didn't matter. Grill came out, burgers got thrown on."

He sat with his forearms on his knees and looked down at a photo of all three of them at Ocean City, sunburned and squinting. Him at maybe fourteen, gangly and grinning, his mother's arm around him, his father holding up a bucket of fries like a sacred offering.

"My mom would've liked you three," he said before he could stop himself.

Luna's expression softened. "You know that?"

"Yeah." He swallowed. "My dad too, eventually. He'd have acted confused for five minutes and then started grilling for everybody and burning the burgers."

Luna traced the edge of the photo lightly with one fingertip. "You still speak about them like they are close."

"Some days they are," Ben said. He set the photo down carefully. "When they died, everybody did the normal thing. The casseroles, the sorry, if you need anything call me. Then people went back to their lives, which is fair. That's what people do." He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. "I just got very good at not needing much. I live a simple life."

Luna was quiet for a long moment. “I’m just glad we’re here now to live with you.”

“Thanks,” Ben said.

The room had gone darker around them without him noticing. Lamp light. Streetlight through the curtains. Soft house sounds upstairs where Raven and Sage were probably pretending not to be listening for whether he was okay.

Luna tucked her feet under herself more fully and turned toward him. "In my village, people liked to say witches needed no one. That we were apart from ordinary hunger. Apart from loneliness."

Ben smiled tiredly. "That sounds like something people say when they want to use somebody without feeling responsible for them."

"Yes," she said. "Exactly."

She looked down at her own hands.

"I was always the one who seemed calm. Raven burns bright. Sage bites. I..." She paused. "I learned to be careful. Careful women frighten people less."

Ben leaned back against the couch and studied her profile in the lamp light. Pale hair. Fine features. That reserve he had mistaken for distance the first day and now knew was only the shape her caution took.

"You were never distant with me," he said.

Luna glanced at him. "No. But I was slow."

"Slow's okay."

She smiled faintly. "I know that now."

Then she looked at the photo bin and said, almost as if she'd been circling it for a while, "I need to ask you something, and I don't know how to ask it without sounding a bit silly."

Ben huffed a laugh. "Try me. I got fired by email and replaced my grief with food. I'm not in a position to judge."

That got a real smile out of her.

She drew a breath. "When you kiss Raven, or Sage, or me, it doesn't feel separate." Luna chose her words with care. "I do not feel less because you love them. And I do not think they feel less because of me." Her blue eyes held his now, steady and searching. "But this world seems built on choosing one. So I keep wondering if we are building something foolish, where you’ll have to choose one among us three.”

Ben sat very still. “Luna, are you concerned I’ll marry one of you and leave the rest?”

She was silent, but that was an answer in an of itself.

Ben couldn’t help but chuckle a bit. “Listen, you’re all very different and all very wonderful, just the same. And I like all of you, not just one. All three of you.”

Luna gave him a soft smile after that.

"And you?" he asked quietly. "How do you feel about everything?”

Luna met his gaze for a moment without speaking. For her answer, she leaned forward and kissed him. It was a soft kiss, like she often did, but it steadily grew into something greater. Something more passionate, something with a bit of spice around the edges.

Her hand slid to his chest, then up to his jaw, thumb brushing the edge of his jaw. The caution was still there in her. He could feel it. But it no longer felt like a wall. More like honesty.

Upstairs, a floorboard creaked.

Luna smiled without opening her eyes. "They are trying very hard to give us privacy badly."

"That sounds right."

She sat back a little, still close enough that her knee stayed against his. Then she reached for her temporary ID on the side table and turned it in her fingers.

"Luna Ford," she said softly, smiling at the ID card. "I know it’s just a card, but to me this feels serious. All three of us just took your last name. I understand you said that we can’t all legally marry you in this world, but…” She trailed off and smiled back down at the ID card again.

“I understand,” Ben said. “For what it’s worth, it makes me happy as well.”

Then the floorboard upstairs creaked again, followed by Sage's unmistakable whisper.

"Are they done yet?"

Raven hissed back, just a bit too loud, "Shut up."

Ben laughed. Luna did too, hand over her mouth this time. Luna stood and offered him her hand.

"Come upstairs," she said. "Before they fall through the ceiling pretending not to care."

Upstairs, Raven was sitting cross-legged on the bed when they came in, dark hair over one shoulder, a smile ready on her mouth that didn't quite hide the more thoughtful look underneath it. Sage sprawled beside her and made no effort to look innocent.


Chapter thirty-one


Raven's smile was already back in place by the time Ben reached the bed.

Not fake, exactly. Raven was too vivid to ever feel fake. But he had seen the flicker under it, the quick raw thing she covered with wit before anybody could get a good look.

She sat cross-legged on the comforter in one of his black T-shirts, dark hair over one shoulder, blue eyes bright. Sage sprawled beside her on her stomach, chin in her hands. Luna slipped onto the mattress more quietly and settled near the pillows.

Raven looked at Ben and said, "If this is the part where you give a speech about eavesdropping, I want it noted that we were eavesdropping with love."

Sage nodded. "And skill."

"You two are terrible at stealth indoors," Ben said.

"We're trying our best,” Raven said with a grin.

He sat on the edge of the bed and looked at Raven. She smiled at him and reached out, taking his hand in both of hers.

“How was your talk?” she asked.

“It was good,” Luna answered. “It’s nice to learn private things sometimes. Personal things.”

“We should keep the mood going and go for a walk or something,” Raven said.

“That actually sounds like a great idea,” Sage agreed.

Ten minutes later, Ben was pulling on jeans and a hoodie while Raven traded his T-shirt for one of her black sundresses and a cardigan. Sage called after them that if they saw any graveyards, Raven should behave herself. Raven called back that no promises could be made in the presence of quality tombstones.

Murphy gave them a betrayed look from his bed when Ben grabbed his keys but not the leash.

"We'll be back," Ben told him.

Murphy remained unconvinced.

Outside, the block was quiet in the way Baltimore got quiet on a weeknight, never fully asleep, just muttering to itself at a lower volume. Porch lights. A distant siren. Music leaking from a car somewhere past the corner. The air held the damp cool of evening and the smell of brick, cut grass, and somebody grilling badly.

Raven slipped her hand into Ben's as naturally as if they'd been doing it for years. He looked over at her and she smiled at him.

They walked at a casual pace past the rowhomes, the little patch of cracked sidewalk where Murphy always insisted on sniffing too long, and a porch where two old women sat under a light and talked in the easy endless way of people who had known each other forever.

Raven watched everything. She always did. But tonight Ben felt her attention turn inward and outward both, less delighted tourist and more thoughtful woman moving through a life she had started to care about keeping.

They turned down a side street lined with parked cars and skinny trees pushing up through little squares of dirt. A cat watched them from under one sedan like it might file a report later.

They walked another few steps. Ben could feel the warmth of her hand in his, the slight tension still in her fingers.

Raven was quiet long enough that he thought she might not pick up a conversation, but she finally spoke.

"Where we came from, if a man looked at me too long, it was usually bad news one way or another."

Ben listened closely, wondering where she was going with that train of thought.

Raven kept her eyes ahead. "Either fear first, because we’re witches, and then hatred once fear found its friends. Or desire first, which was often uglier."

Her voice stayed even, which added extra weight to what she said.

"I learned early that if I flirted first, if I made the joke first, if I acted like I chose the danger, then at least I was not standing there waiting to find out what a man wanted from me." She glanced at him and gave him a little grim smile. "Darkly efficient, wasn't it."

Ben tightened his hand around hers. "Raven."

She shrugged with the hand that wasn't in his. "It's not tragic in the way you're making your face. No one..." She looked away for a second, jaw tightening. "No one got that far. The village liked me frightening more than they liked me beautiful."

He thought of her the first morning in his house, clicking the lamp on and off, smiling with all that open boldness. He thought of the way she flirted like it was play and armor at the same time. Thought of the softness under it he only caught when she stopped moving long enough to let it show.

"You were a virgin," he said quietly.

Raven laughed once, but there was no mockery in it. "Such an elegant phrasing."

"It's an honest one."

"Yes." She looked at him fully now. "I was. Very curious and thoroughly interested, though. Not inexperienced because I am so pure and waiting for church bells, just inexperienced because my world was full of cowards and arsonists."

Ben barked out a helpless laugh at that. Raven's mouth curved. There was the dark humor again, but now he could see what it cost her to make it.

She squeezed his hand. “And then we met you. And I’ve never been so happy to give myself to someone.”

They reached the little park a few blocks over, really just a square of grass with two benches, a dying tree, and a playground nobody was using at this hour. Ben led her to the bench under the tree. They sat close enough that her thigh rested against his.

She picked at the edge of her cardigan sleeve. "When I flirt with you, some of it is still habit. Some of it is because you’re so cute when you blush. Some of it is because I genuinely enjoy making your life harder." Her blue eyes lifted to his. "But some of it is because I want you to look at me and not want to own me or punish me or save me in order to be admired for saving me. I want to know what it is to be wanted by someone good."

Ben sat there with the night around them and the chain-link rattle of a distant train somewhere deeper in the city, and felt the whole shape of her trust for what it was.

He touched her face, just his fingertips at first, brushing dark hair back from her cheek. "Raven, I want you because you're you. The jokes, the sass, the way you talk too much when you're excited, all of it. Not because I get points for being decent."

She leaned into his hand a little. "That's a very dangerous answer."

"Why."

"Because I believe you."

Ben kissed her then. Raven made a soft sound against his mouth and moved closer at once, one hand grabbing lightly at the front of his hoodie. Her kiss was warm and eager, but it changed halfway through, getting softer without losing any heat. Less performed. More given.

When they broke apart, she rested her forehead against his chest.

"I've been so curious," she whispered, and now the words felt nothing like a tease. "About all of it. About sex, yes, obviously. But also this. Being looked after without being cornered. Being kissed without feeling like I'm negotiating terms."

Ben wrapped an arm around her and pulled her in against his side. Raven went willingly, resting against him in a way she rarely did for long when other people were around. Her usual brightness settled into something quieter.

After a minute she said, "I used to joke that if a villager finally caught me alone, I'd bite him hard enough to ruin the mood."

Ben let out a breath that was almost a laugh. "That is the darkest thing I've heard this week."

"It was also true."

He kissed the top of her head. "I hate that you needed jokes like that."

Raven looked down at her hands. "I know."

A car rolled past the park and kept going. Somewhere on the next block over, somebody laughed too loudly and a bottle clinked on concrete.

Raven reached into the neckline of her dress and drew out the little silver charm she always wore. Ben had seen it a hundred times now, a dark oval stone wrapped in silver wire. She held it in her palm.

"My mother gave me this when I was fifteen," she said. "She said it was for protection. It wasn't, really. It was mostly to remind me that fear could sit beside beauty and not cancel it out."

Ben looked at the charm, then at her. Raven curled his fingers open and set it into his hand. For a second he just stared at it lying in his palm.

"What are you doing?" he asked.

"Trusting you with something that is not my body first," she replied.

A moment of silence passed between them.

"Keep it tonight," she said. "Give it back tomorrow if you want. I just..." She swallowed once. "I want to know I can hand you the thing I hide behind too."

Ben closed his hand around the charm. He leaned in and kissed her again.

Ben tucked the charm carefully into his hoodie pocket. "I'm keeping this as collateral."

"For what?"

"So you have to come back to me tomorrow," he said with a grin.

Raven looked at him for a long second. "That's a very dark little joke."

"Learning from the best."

She kissed his cheek and settled back against him. They sat there another minute in the Baltimore night, saying nothing, the silence easy now.

Then Ben's phone buzzed. He pulled it out, expecting Jolene or maybe Luna asking if they were alive. Instead it was a text from Sage.

Need you home.

Ben straightened at once. A second text came before he could reply.

Not emergency. But kind of.

He looked at Raven. She had already seen his face change.

"Sage," he said.

Raven nodded. "Let’s get home, then."

As they headed back toward the house, Ben felt Raven's silver charm warm in his pocket and the next turn in their strange little life opening ahead of them. Whatever waited at home, it had Sage written all over it.


Chapter thirty-two


Ben walked up to his front door and pushed it open. Murphy came skidding into the entryway, excited rather than panicked. That was always a good sign.

The second thing Ben noticed was Sage pacing in the living room. The third was Luna sitting on the couch with both hands wrapped around a mug, looking calm in the strained way that meant she was not calm at all. Sage turned the second he came in.

"There you are."

Ben shut the door behind him. "Is everything alright? You said it wasn’t an emergency."

Sage crossed her arms. "I said kind of."

Raven was already moving toward them. "What happened?"

Sage opened her mouth, then looked at Ben's face and made an irritated sound in the back of her throat. "Nothing major happened."

Ben stared at her. "Sage."

She threw up both hands. "Your laptop kept making noises, and you weren’t here, and I hate that man. And I hate that he can get inside your head from a stupid glowing rectangle."

That was not what Ben had expected.

He took a breath, let it out slowly. "You texted me home because Craig emailed again?"

"Yes," Sage said.

Raven's expression softened at once. Luna looked down into her tea with something like relief. Sage kept pacing for another step, then stopped with a sharp little shrug. "It felt like an emergency to me."

Ben set his keys in the bowl by the door and moved farther into the room. "What did he send?"

Luna walked over to his work laptop, sitting open on the desk. “Three emails.”

Ben checked his phone. He had it set on do not disturb, so only the witches would break through. Once he turned that off he saw the notifications. Three emails. Two calls. One voicemail.

Craig had apparently reached the stage of managerial grief where he used words like unprofessional, irresponsible, and deeply disappointed in a man he'd gladly worked into the ground two weeks earlier. Ben read half of the voicemail transcript and locked the phone again.

"Cool," he said. "Love being dumped by LinkedIn with a persecution complex."

Sage's mouth tightened. "I want to bite him."

Raven leaned against the couch. "That is not a metaphor, is it."

"No."

Ben almost smiled, but the look on Sage's face stopped him. She was genuinely worked up, green eyes bright, cheeks flushed. Not playful heat. Anger, with worry under it.

He stepped closer. "Hey."

Sage looked at him, still breathing a little too fast. "He doesn't get to do that."

Ben kept his voice quiet. "Do what?"

"Keep reaching into this house. Keep making you look like that."

"What look?"

She made a frustrated noise. "The one where you start acting like your shoulders weigh forty pounds more."

Luna set her mug down and said softly, "She has been waiting for you to come back so she could tell you not to answer him."

Sage shot her a look. "I was handling it."

"By pacing holes into the rug," Raven said.

"I like pacing."

Ben finally let out the breath he'd been holding and sat down on the edge of the couch. The adrenaline of the walk home was draining out of him now, leaving something heavier and more tired behind. Sage remained standing.

He looked up at her. "Come here."

She frowned automatically. "Why?"

"Because I asked nicely,” Ben said. “And because I want to hold you."

"That's suspicious," she said, narrowing her eyes.

Raven hid a smile. Luna just watched.

Sage held out for another second on principle, then came over with one of her little shrugs and walked into his embrace. He have her a good hard squeeze and felt her relax.

"You don't have to guard the perimeter from my email inbox," he said.

Sage frowned, then squeezed him back. "Someone should."

Ben squeezed once. "I appreciate it."

She shrugged again, smaller this time. "Well. Good."

Raven came closer and perched on the arm of the couch. "Do you want us to burn his office down in theory or in practice?"

"In theory," Ben said.

Sage muttered, "Coward."

Luna smiled into her tea.

Ben looked at all three of them and felt, all over again, how strange it was that this was his life now. Three women in black dresses and cardigans, genuinely offended on his behalf, as if his exhaustion were a thing to defend against and not just something he was expected to carry.

He rubbed his thumb over Sage's knuckles. "I'm not answering him tonight."

Sage watched his hand on hers. "Good."

"And tomorrow," he said, more to hear it out loud than anything else, "I'm not running back to beg for my job. Not for any reason."

That got all three of their attention. Raven's smile came first. Luna's shoulders eased a little. Sage looked up sharply.

"You mean it?"

"Yeah," Ben said. "I mean it. We’ll find our own way through this world. Together."

Sage's expression changed, from mild surprise to a beautiful smile to her usual frown. Then, because she was still Sage, she covered it with a shrug.

"Obviously," she said.

Raven laughed softly. "There she is."

Luna stood and reached for her mug again. "I'll make fresh tea."

That was Luna's version of creating privacy. Quiet enough that if you missed the intention, you didn't deserve the help. Raven caught it too. She bent, kissed Ben's temple, then Sage's hair, and said, "I'm going upstairs to pretend I need to reorganize my black dresses."

Sage snorted. "All ten of them."

"Twelve now," Raven said, and drifted off.

A minute later it was just Ben, Sage, and Murphy, who had settled at their feet like a sleepy chaperone.

Ben looked at Sage. "So."

She leaned back into the couch and crossed one leg under herself. "So."

"You want to tell me what's really going on, or are we doing this stubborn act?" he asked.

Sage stared straight ahead for a second. Then she shrugged.

"I think…” She paused, then took a deep breath. “Listen, don’t tell anyone this, okay? But I missed you while you were gone. I wanted you back here, in this house, with me.”

Sage looked at him now, green eyes bright and angry mostly because something more embarrassing was sitting under the anger.

"Raven got her walk. Luna got the grief talk and the soft moon stuff downstairs. They both get these..." She waved one hand vaguely. "Deep beautiful scenes where everyone says exactly the right thing and then they look at you like you hung the moon just for them."

Ben blinked once. Sage rolled her eyes immediately, heat rising in her face.

"Don't make that face," she warned.

"What face?" he asked.

"The one where you realize I'm jealous and suddenly become a gentle forest animal about it."

He laughed before he could stop himself. "That is an incredibly specific accusation."

"It's true," she said, crossing her arms. Then her mouth tightened. "I know I flirt. I know I act like I could drag you upstairs whenever I want and make your life pure heaven for an hour or three. But that's not the point."

Ben let the joke go. "What's the point?"

Sage looked down at her hands. At the one he was still holding.

"The point is I don't want to just be the one who's fun," she said, her voice small.

Murphy sighed in his sleep and thumped once against Ben's foot. Sage kept going because apparently she'd gotten the door open and was going to hate herself later if she didn't use it now.

"I know what I look like. I know how I act. I do that on purpose. It's easier to swagger if nobody sees you thinking." She shrugged again, but there was no casualness in it. "I don't want to be the one you kiss when you want a little fire and then go have all your real feelings with somebody else."

Ben stared at her. For a second all he could think was that he would cheerfully murder half the men in her old village with his bare hands.

He turned toward her on the couch, took her face gently in both hands, and made her look at him.

"Sage," he said.

Her eyes flicked away once, then back. Defiant and scared at the same time.

"You are not my side dish," he said gently.

That got a startled laugh out of her despite everything.

"Wow," she said. "Romantic."

"I can do worse," Ben told her. “Trust me, I can do much worse.”

"I know."

He brushed his thumbs over her cheeks. "You are not the fun one I keep around for chaos. You're you. Sharp mouth, bad temper, giant heart, terrible impulse control, all of it."

"That was mostly nice," she muttered.

“It was all nice,” Ben said. “And it was honest.”

Sage searched his face, still waiting for the catch. But there wasn’t one. Ben leaned in and kissed her. Sage answered at once, hard and hungry and almost angry with how much she wanted it. Her hands grabbed his hoodie. Then, right in the middle of the kiss, she bit his lower lip.

Not hard enough to hurt. Hard enough to make him pull back and stare at her.

She blinked. "Sorry."

He laughed. "Did you just bite me?"

She shrugged, mortified now and trying to cover it. "I don't know. It felt right."

Murphy lifted his head, deeply interested in this development.

Ben kissed her again before she could retreat behind sarcasm. This time when she bit him, he was ready for it. A sharp little nip, then a breathless laugh against his mouth.

He stood up and held out a hand. Sage looked at it, then at him.

"Are you taking me upstairs?" she asked.

"I'm taking you somewhere you can't pace."

She took his hand. In the bedroom, the mood changed as soon as the door shut.

Sage stood by the bed with her arms folded, all her usual swagger suddenly a little less reliable with no one else around to perform against. Ben moved close, slid his hands to her waist, and waited.

She looked up at him, mouth twisting. "I hate how easy it is for you to get serious."

"I know. It's very annoying."

That earned him a breath of laughter. Then she leaned into him and buried her face against his chest for one brief second before stepping back like she hadn't meant to do it.

Ben caught her chin lightly. "Hey."

She shrugged. "Look, I'm trying here."

"I know you are."

Sage looked at him with all the bravado stripped down enough to show what it had been built to guard. "I need to hear it plainly."

Ben understood immediately, so he gave it to her plainly.

"I don't love you less because you're loud about wanting me," Ben said. “Or because you flirt first. And I don't go to Raven or Luna for the real stuff and save you for the hot stuff. There is no save you for anything, Sage. You're in all of it with me."

She stared at him for a moment, eyes glassy. Then she opened her mouth to say something, then closed it.

“Good,” she said finally. “Because I would've set something on fire eventually."

Ben smiled and kissed her again, softer this time. The heat came quickly. It always did with Sage. Hands, mouths, the drag of fabric, her breath catching when he backed her gently against the bed. But tonight the heat stayed tied to something steadier. Every time she tensed, he slowed. Every time she made a joke to dodge, he let the joke land and then brought her back with a touch or a kiss or his forehead against hers.

At one point she climbed into his lap and kissed him so fiercely he had to hold her hips to keep both of them from toppling sideways off the mattress.

When she pulled back, flushed and breathing hard, she rested her brow against his and muttered, "I'm still mad at your boss."

"I know," Ben said.

"Good."

She bit his shoulder through his T-shirt this time.

Ben laughed into her hair. "Are you branding me now?"

"Maybe,” she replied.

When they finally went back downstairs, Sage looked lighter, steadier in her own skin. Raven saw it immediately and smiled from the kitchen without comment. Luna, setting mugs on the table, looked at Ben once and knew enough not to ask.

Ben grabbed one of the mugs and looked around at the house, at his witches, at the life that had somehow become his real one while he wasn't paying attention. His phone buzzed again on the counter. This time it was Jolene.

Shop's closed tomorrow till noon. Supplier delay. Take the morning off and spend it with your witchy girlfriends.

Ben read it, then laughed. Raven looked up and raised an eyebrow.

"What?" she asked.

He lifted the phone. "Jolene just ordered us to have fun."

Sage grinned at once. "Perfect. You're taking us somewhere."

Luna smiled over the rim of her mug. "That does sound inevitable."

Ben looked at the three of them, at the hard day finally loosening around the edges, and felt the answer arrive with surprising ease.

"Yeah," he said. "Tomorrow we're doing something that has absolutely nothing to do with paperwork, bosses, or enchanted candles."

Raven's eyes lit up. Sage looked ready to bounce out of her skin. Luna's smile turned soft and bright. Ben found himself eager for tomorrow.


Chapter thirty-three


Ben woke to Murphy sneezing directly in his face and Sage's foot in his ribs.

He opened one eye to gray morning light, a hot tangle of blankets, and three women occupying his bed like a hostile but beautiful takeover had been formalized overnight. Raven lay half across his chest, black hair everywhere. Luna was tucked close at his side, one hand folded under her cheek. Sage had somehow rotated sideways in the night and was now claiming a criminal amount of mattress with one leg draped over his.

Murphy stood beside the bed wagging his tail like a typical morning person. Eh, dogs.

"Yeah," Ben muttered. "I know. I’ll get up."

Murphy sneezed again.

“Why must dogs sneeze when they’re excited?” Ben grumbled.

Raven smiled without opening her eyes. "Good morning."

Sage made a sleepy little sound and pulled the blanket higher over herself. Luna opened her eyes more slowly and looked at him with the soft calm expression that Ben had become so used to.

He lay there a second longer, feeling the rare shape of an unscheduled morning settle into his bones. Then his practical brain tried to start up with money and jobs and all the rest of it. Ben shut it down before it got traction.

"No," he told the ceiling.

Raven lifted her head a little. "A bold opening statement."

"We are having a day off before reality notices," Ben said.

That got everybody more awake.

Sage cracked one eye open. "What kind of day off?"

"The kind with no paperwork," Ben said. “I’m still digesting that I lost my job. I haven’t been without a job since I was sixteen, so it’s gonna take me a while.”

Luna smiled. "Take your time, Ben. We’ll still be here.."

Ben looked at the three of them and made the decision all at once. "Get dressed. I'm taking you to the harbor."

Raven lit up immediately. Sage sat up fast enough to dislodge the blanket completely. Luna's whole face softened in that quiet bright way of hers.

"Now?" Sage asked.

"After breakfast. I'm not showing up to Baltimore on an empty stomach with three witches."

Breakfast became a group project because good moods made everybody useful. Ben handled eggs and toast. Luna cut fruit with neat concentration. Raven made coffee for everyone but Sage, who still regarded the bitter drink as a personal attack. Sage contributed by stealing bacon and claiming quality control. Ben let her have it because she looked happy.

By ten-thirty they were out the door in black sundresses and sunglasses, Murphy left home with enough treats to avoid filing an official complaint. Raven wore one of the newer dresses that hugged her curves in ways that made Ben struggle not to stare. He stared anyway. Luna had a black cardigan over hers in case the harbor wind picked up. Sage looked like she had been designed specifically to make summer public indecency laws nervous. He stared at her, too.

Ben drove with the windows cracked and music low. The city slid by in warm Sunday light. Less work traffic. More people in Orioles caps. Joggers, churchgoers, hungover men carrying convenience store coffees like holy objects. Baltimore looked a little softer on weekends, like even its rough edges slept in if they could.

Raven had her arm out the window, fingers in the wind. Luna watched the streets with quiet interest, still never bored by modern buildings or traffic lights or the simple miracle of a city getting on with itself. Sage sat behind Ben and kicked lightly at the back of his seat every time she saw something she liked.

"Is that where they keep boats?" she asked, pointing as if the water had not been visible for blocks.

"That's the harbor, yes," Ben said.

"I know that,” Sage snapped. “I meant the building."

"That's an aquarium," Ben told her. “It’s like a zoo but for fish.”

Raven laughed. Luna leaned between the seats to get a better look at the water as it came into view, blue-gray and bright under the late morning sun. Ben parked near the harbor and led them out into the breeze.

It was not their first time there, but the harbor still had that effect on them. Water flashing under light. Masts and metal. Tourists. Couples. Kids dragging parents toward ice cream. The smell of salt, sunscreen, fried food, and city pavement heating up.

Raven took a long breath and smiled. "This place still feels impossible. I never thought something could be so big."

Luna looked out across the water. "I like that people come here just to walk."

Sage adjusted her sunglasses and looked around at the crowds. "I like that no one is trying to burn us."

Ben glanced at her. She shrugged.

“I mean, it’s a nice feature,” she said.

They walked without much of a plan at first. That was the point; No mission, forms, or urgency. Just a slow loop along the waterfront while Ben pointed out restaurants, boats, public art, and one aggressively confident gull that stole part of a soft pretzel from a child and earned Sage's total respect.

“I think seagulls are my new favorite animal,” Sage murmured half to herself.

Raven stopped at a kiosk selling cheap sunglasses and tried on three pairs entirely for the pleasure of making him look at her in them. Luna found a little stand with handmade soaps and spent five full minutes smelling them all with grave concentration. Sage bought a lemonade the size of a flower vase and announced she would share, then didn't.

At the edge of a little plaza near the water, a busker played guitar under a shade tree. Nothing dramatic, just a guy in a faded T-shirt and jeans making a Sunday sound softer than it had any business being. People drifted around him with coffee cups and shopping bags and strollers.

Raven stopped to listen. Ben watched her face change as the music caught her, some older quiet moving through all the wit and ease. Luna came to stand beside her. Sage too, leaning against Ben's arm. No one said anything until the song ended and the small loose crowd clapped.

Then Raven dug into the little black bag she carried now that wallets existed and pulled out a five. She put it in the guitar case and smiled at the player like she'd been doing that her whole life.

When they moved on, Ben asked if she was alright.

She looked up at him. "It reminded me of market days before people got stupid."

That was about as close as Raven ever came to saying she missed home. Ben reached down and took her hand.

By noon they had settled into the kind of easy rhythm that made the harbor feel less like an outing and more like their city. Ben bought them crab dip and fries from a place with outdoor seating. Raven licked Old Bay off one fingertip and declared the entire region deranged but talented. Luna watched boats move in and out while she ate. Sage stole pieces off everyone's plates like usual.

A little boy at the next table stared openly at the witches, then at Ben, then whispered something to his mother. The mother glanced over, flushed, and mouthed sorry. Ben just smiled and lifted his drink in a tiny salute.

Raven leaned closer. "What did he say?"

Ben smirked. "Probably asked if I was the luckiest man in Maryland."

Sage barked a laugh. Luna smiled into her water glass. Raven narrowed her eyes.

"You're making that up," she said.

"Almost certainly," Ben replied. “But I do feel like that.”

They spent the early afternoon wandering through shops and along the promenade. Luna bought a little silver bookmark because she liked that such a small object could be made beautifully. Raven found a black lipstick in a boutique and looked at Jolene's number on her phone before putting it back with saintly restraint. Sage discovered a stall selling handmade leather cuffs and had to be talked down from purchasing six at once.

At one point they ended up by the railing looking out over the water with the city behind them and the harbor stretching bright in front of them.

Ben stood with one arm around Raven's waist while Luna leaned against the rail and Sage stole his sunglasses right off his face and put them on. He should have objected. Instead he looked at them in the sunlight and felt a simple dangerous kind of contentment.

Later, they found a little patch of grass near the water where people sat in clusters with coffee and dogs and paper bags from shops. Ben stretched out on his back with his hoodie folded under his head. Raven lay beside him, one arm over his stomach. Sage sat cross-legged near his hip drinking iced tea she'd somehow acquired without him seeing when. Luna rested with her shoulders against the bench behind them, one hand in Ben's hair absentmindedly while she watched clouds move over the harbor. He had not been this relaxed in years.

No office dread pressing at the edges. No waiting for another demand. No sense that rest had to justify itself before anyone allowed it. Just an afternoon, warm air, harbor water, women he loved, and time. Raven looked down at him and smiled faintly.

"You look half asleep," she said.

“I’m just happy,” Ben replied.

Raven’s smile deepened and she reached out and laid her hand on him for a moment.

Then his phone buzzed in his pocket. The whole day tightened around that one small sound. Ben closed his eyes for one second before pulling it out.

A message from Nate.

He stared at the name.

Not Craig. Not HR. Just Nate.

You alive? Haven't heard from you in days. Also Craig apparently told half the office you had a "personal crisis." Want to grab a beer tonight and explain whether you've joined a cult?

Ben barked a laugh before he could stop himself.

Raven lifted her head. "What."

He turned the screen so they could see Nate's text.

Sage grinned immediately. "You have joined a cult."

Raven smiled. "A very attractive one."

Luna only watched Ben's face.

He looked back down at the message and felt the low-pressure joy of the day meet the practical world again. Friends. Explanations. The fact that his old life had not vanished just because a better one had started demanding more space.

Nate deserved an answer. More than that, sooner or later Nate deserved the truth, or as much of it as truth could be believed.

Ben typed back.

Alive. Long story. Can't tonight. Soon.

He sent it before he could overthink. Then another message came through almost at once.

Cool. Also office says you need to return your laptop in person tomorrow. Craig wants "a quick chat." Sounds ominous. Thought you'd want the heads-up.

The warmth in Ben's chest cooled a degree. He reminded himself that he wasn’t going to put up with Craig’s bullshit anymore.

He stared at the text while the harbor moved and gleamed in front of him, while Raven's arm still lay over his stomach and Luna's hand still rested in his hair and Sage sat nearby squinting out at the water like she might challenge a boat to a duel.

Raven saw the shift in him. "What is it?"

Ben looked up at the three of them.

The day had done exactly what he needed it to do. Reminded him what was real. What was soft. What was his now. Which was probably why the next problem landed so clearly.

"I have to go back to the office tomorrow," he said.

Sage's face changed immediately. "No."

"To return company stuff," Ben said. "Laptop, badge, whatever. Nate says Craig wants to talk. I don’t feel like talking to him, though."

Raven's mouth tightened. Luna's hand stilled in his hair. Ben sat up slowly and looked out over the harbor.

The city was bright. Beautiful, in its rough practical way. Full of strangers and gulls and weekend noise and the life he wanted to keep building. Tomorrow, he was going to have to walk back into the old world and look directly at what it thought it could still ask of him.

He slid the phone back into his pocket and stood, offering his hands to the women one by one.

"Come on," he said.

Raven took one hand. Luna the other. Sage rose on her own, already simmering. The day was not ruined. Not even close.


Chapter thirty-four


Ben barely slept, mostly because Raven insisted on sleeping on top of him that night. Knowing that he had to go into his old job one last time didn’t help, either.

By eight-thirty the next morning, Ben was in jeans and a plain dark T-shirt at the kitchen table with his company laptop bag beside his chair and a mug of coffee going cold in his hand.

The witches moved around him more carefully than usual. They were concerned about him, but he assured them he was fine.

Raven leaned against the counter, watching him over the rim of her coffee. Luna packed his old charger into the laptop sleeve with methodical precision he had not asked for but appreciated. Sage stood by the fridge with both arms crossed and an expression that suggested she would happily key Craig's car on principle if only she knew which one it was.

Murphy lay under the table with his chin on Ben's foot like he was guarding something.

"You do not have to go alone," Raven said.

Ben looked up. "It's an office. Not Mordor."

Sage snorted. "First off, I’m going to pretend that I understand that reference. And second, that’s debatable."

"It'll be easier if I just get in, drop off the stuff, and leave." He took another sip of cooling coffee. "I'm not going there to negotiate. I'm going there to hand over corporate property and avoid committing a felony in the parking garage."

Luna slid the charger into place and zipped the pocket shut. "You say things lightly when you're tense."

"Another one of my gifts," Ben said.

She came around the table and set the bag beside him. Her fingers brushed his shoulder once, brief and grounding. "Then at least let us drive with you."

"Okay," he said, smiling at Luna.

Sage looked immediately satisfied, as if she'd won an argument without having to finish it. Raven smiled. Luna only nodded once.

The drive downtown felt shorter than it should have. Baltimore morning traffic moved in sullen pulses. Ben kept both hands on the wheel and tried not to rehearse in his mind. That was the trap with people like Craig. You imagined the argument in advance, sharpened your answers, and by the time you got there you were already tired in exactly the way they liked.

So he focused on concrete things instead. The laptop bag in the passenger footwell. Raven's hand on the center console. Luna and Sage quiet in the back, not because they had nothing to say but because they understood he needed the quiet.

When the office building came into view, all mirrored glass and dead ambition, Sage leaned forward between the seats to look at it.

"Wow, I hate it," she said, looking through the windshield.

"You're supposed to wait until you've seen the lobby carpet," Ben replied.

"It's ugly from outside. That's enough."

He pulled into visitor parking and killed the engine.

"What do you need from us?” Raven asked.

Ben thought about it. About the whole last week. About how easily he slipped into telling them what they needed instead.

"Wait here," he said. "If I'm not back in thirty minutes, Sage can come in and set something expensive on fire."

Sage nodded. "Make sure to take your time, then. This place is horrible and needs some burning."

Luna looked at him steadily. "And if he offers you something?"

Ben frowned. "What do you mean?"

"People like that don't only push," she said. "Sometimes they bait."

Raven leaned over and kissed him once, soft and direct. "Remember what you're walking back to."

Ben looked at her, then at Luna, then in the rearview mirror at Sage.

"Yeah," he said. "I will."

He took the laptop bag and went inside.

The lobby smelled like over-air-conditioned stone and burnt coffee. The security guard at the desk barely looked up when Ben signed in and got a temporary badge. Same potted plants. Same TV in the corner running muted financial news nobody cared about. Same feeling that the building had been designed by men who thought beige was stylish.

The elevator ride up gave him too much time to feel his own heartbeat. By the time the doors opened onto his floor, he had his face back under control. A few heads lifted when he stepped off.

Todd, from two rows over, gave him an expression that was half sympathy, half shameless curiosity. Someone else ducked immediately behind a monitor like Ben might be contagious. The office still hummed the same way it always had, keyboards, printer noise, fake urgency, fluorescent fatigue. Looking at it now felt almost embarrassing, like seeing an ex in the shirt they wore too often and wondering how that had ever worked on you.

Craig was waiting outside his office, because of course he was.

"Ben." Craig's smile arrived first, practiced and humorless. "Glad you made it."

Ben lifted the laptop bag a little. "I’m just here to drop this off."

Craig's smile thinned. "Let's talk inside."

Ben shook his head. "I'd rather just hand over the equipment."

"It'll only take a minute," Craig insisted.

Ben almost said no. Then something in him hardened, clean and quiet. Better to hear the last play than wonder about it later. He followed Craig into the office and set the bag on the desk. Craig closed the door.

The office looked exactly as Ben remembered, fake wood desk, framed motivational nonsense on the wall, whiteboard full of arrows and deadlines that would all move anyway. A room built to make ordinary pressure feel managerial.

Craig sat down at his desk. Ben remained standing. Craig folded his hands and put on one of those horribly annoying manager faces.

"You put us in a difficult position," he began.

Ben let out a sigh and resisted the urge to turn it into a groan. "Did I?"

"Walking out, refusing to attend a scheduled meeting, ignoring direct communication, yes."

Ben looked at him. "You fired me by email."

Craig gave a little pained expression, as if accuracy were rude. "HR formalized the process. That doesn't mean this is how I wanted things to go."

There it was: the bait Luna had warned him about. Ben felt it and almost admired how quickly Craig moved to a softer script.

Craig leaned back. "You're talented, Ben. That's why this is frustrating. You do good work when you're focused."

Ben just stood there and let him spew his nonsense. He felt a sudden urge to slap Craig. That was probably Sage’s doing.

"I think," Craig went on, "you've let some personal turbulence cloud your judgment."

The phrase was so bloodless it almost made Ben laugh.

"Personal turbulence?" Ben asked.

Craig lifted one shoulder, a lame sort of half-shrug. "You've seemed distracted. Unstable, honestly. People are concerned."

Ben stared at him. That was the trick too. Make your life sound like a symptom. Make love, grief, obligation, anything outside the office feel like evidence of decline.

Craig opened a folder on his desk and slid a paper forward. "Now. Officially, we can process this as a termination. Or we can call it a resignation in good standing. That would be better for everyone. Cleaner reference. Less mess."

Ben looked down at the paper. A resignation letter, already printed out with his name filled in. A little blank line at the bottom for his signature. He laughed once, because he couldn't help it.

Craig's expression tightened. "What's funny?"

"You had my resignation typed up before I got here," Ben said, feeling himself relax. This was ridiculous.

"I was trying to help," Craig said as if he actually meant it.

"No," Ben said. "You were trying to control the story."

Craig's mouth flattened. "Ben, be smart."

There it was. The threat under the offer. Ben looked at the paper, then at the office around him, then at Craig. He thought of spreadsheets and late nights and the dead-eyed drive home every Friday. Thought of being told to stay late, come in Saturday, act hungry, be invested, give more. Thought of his living room before the portal, quiet in the wrong way. Thought of his living room now, with three women in black and Murphy underfoot and somebody always leaving a mug in the sink.

"What exactly do you think you're buying with this?" Ben asked.

Craig's tone cooled. "A professional exit."

"No,” Ben said, crossing his arms. “Don’t bullshit me. Say the truth."

Craig held his gaze. "I'm offering you the chance not to damage your future over a rough patch."

Ben felt the whole conversation click into clarity. A rough patch. That was what Craig thought a life outside of work was. Anything that interrupted service to the machine.

"My future," Ben said slowly, "is not in this office."

Craig's eyes narrowed. "You don't know that."

Ben smiled then, not because it was funny, but because for the first time in years he actually did know.

"Yeah," he said. "I do."

He pushed the resignation letter back across the desk untouched.

Craig looked at it, then at him. "Think carefully. If we terminate, I can't guarantee what gets said."

There it was, finally plain enough to smell.

Ben stared at the paper for a moment. "Are you threatening me with a bad reference because I wouldn't keep letting you own my weekends?"

Craig spread both hands in a gesture that wanted to look reasonable and landed oily instead. "I'm saying choices have consequences. And yes, these consequences might make it much harder for you to get a job somewhere else."

Ben looked at the closed office door. The glass beside it. The rows of cubicles outside. Then he made a choice. A choice that Sage would have loved.

“My best friend is a lawyer,” Ben said, pulling out his phone. He pretended to click something. “I just recorded this entire conversation, and I’m going to take this to him.”

“Now, Ben,” Craig said, his face flushing as he stood up. “There’s no need to—”

“Nah, I think there is,” Ben said. “You wanted me to dedicate my life to this shitty job and you didn’t even have the goddamn common decency to pay me a decent wage. Yeah, you’ll definitely be hearing from my lawyer.” Ben looked down at his phone and smiled. “Thanks for the evidence, Craig. At least if I sue you guys, I’ll finally get some money out of you.”

“Ben, let’s not be hasty,” Craig said, his nerves in plain sight now. “We don’t need to take this to the courts.”

Ben shrugged. “I’m pretty sure we do, actually. Watch your email, Craig. I’ll tell my lawyer not to send it after hours or on a weekend though, because unlike you I respect private lives.”

With that, Ben turned and walked out the door. Craig scrambled out from behind his desk and ran to his doorway.

“Ben!” he called out. “Really, there’s no need for this to turn into a fight. What if I said we could offer you a generous severance package?”

Ben stopped and turned, pretending to think it over. “Impress me,” he finally said. “If you make it worth my while, I can play along. But if you insult me with the amount, it’ll just be more ammunition for my lawyer to deal with.”

Craig’s face went pale. Ben turned and walked away, ignoring whatever it was that Craig called out after him.

The floor beyond the office went still in the particular way offices did when everyone was pretending not to listen and listening with their whole body.

Todd's head lifted over his monitor like a prairie dog. A woman from accounting across the aisle had stopped typing entirely. Two interns near the printer were frozen in place with a stack of paper between them.

"If you want my equipment, it's in the bag," Ben called out over his shoulder. “Watch your email, Craig. I’ll watch mine."

Ben looked around the office one time, at the cubicles and the sad little desk plants and the faces pretending not to register what they had just heard.

Todd gave him the smallest nod in the world as he passed. The woman from accounting looked like she might start a private group chat the second he reached the elevator.

By the time the elevator doors shut, his hands were shaking. Adrenaline. Anger. Relief. The whole ugly clean cocktail of finally doing the thing you should have done sooner. He exhaled hard and leaned back against the metal wall.

When the elevator opened into the lobby, he felt lighter and better than before. That seemed fair. Outside, the sun hit him warm across the face.

Raven was already out of the car before he reached it. Luna stepped onto the sidewalk behind her. Sage had one hand on the door handle like she'd been two seconds from coming inside to start problems herself.

Raven saw his face and went still. "Well?"

Ben looked at them, at the women waiting in a city parking lot because he had taught them to, because they cared enough to.

Then he laughed.

"I think," he said, "I might have tricked them into offering me a severance package."

“What’s that?” Raven asked.

Ben smiled. “Basically, they write me a big check to keep me happy, even though they fired me.”

Raven smiled slowly, proud enough to undo him a little. Luna's shoulders eased with visible relief. Ben got to the car and set the empty bag on the back seat.

“So, what do you want to do next?” Luna asked.

Ben sat there and thought about it while the others got into the car seats. What did he want next? It was hard to say, but he had plenty of options and nothing to stop him.


Chapter thirty-five


Everyone sat there for a moment, waiting on Ben to answer the question.

“Well?” Sage asked.

“What do you want?” Luna asked. Ben could tell that question was meant to be more than just surface deep..

"I want," Ben said. He paused and thought for a moment. “I want to come home to you three. To Murphy. To food on the stove and laundry in the basket and somebody leaving a mug in the sink and all the dumb little stuff that makes the house feel lived in."

Luna's hand tightened once on his arm.

"I want this," he said, looking at them fully now. "Not as some break from real life. As real life."

No one spoke for a second.

Sage nodded after a moment of silence. "Good. Because that's what we want too."

Raven leaned over and placed a hand on his thigh. "That was a better answer than I was expecting."

"I also want to not blow up my finances in a burst of romantic confidence," Ben added.

Sage groaned. "Oh, you had to ruin the moment."

Ben shrugged. "Mock me all you want, but my mortgage still exists."

Raven nodded. “And we can pay it with a single day’s work."

“Yeah, but I don’t want you mind-controlling everyone,” Ben said.

“Okay,” Raven said. “Then two days of work.”

Ben chuckled. “Okay, fair enough. I suppose I just feel a bit of hesitance, because I’ve never really been without a job. A boring, corporate job.”

They drove home with the windows down. Baltimore rolled by in bright midday color, rowhomes and traffic and corner stores and buses and all the ordinary life Ben had been too burned out to notice properly a month ago. Now it all looked different, but in a good way.

At home, Murphy greeted them like they had survived war.

Ben dropped onto the couch after locking the door, and within five minutes the living room had turned into happy domestic routine. Raven came back from upstairs with the cash box from Ben's dresser. Luna brought a notebook and one of his pens. Sage brought snacks, which Ben had not asked for but immediately respected.

"Emergency pretzels," she said, dropping onto the rug.

"Thank you for your service," Ben said, saluting her.

He grabbed his laptop and opened his banking app while Luna drew neat columns on the notebook page. Checking. Savings. Mortgage. Utilities. Groceries. Car payment. Insurance.

The numbers were not catastrophic. They were also not dreamy.

Ben rubbed a hand over his face. "Okay. If I lived alone and got fired, I'd be tightening everything immediately."

Sage looked up from the pretzels. "You do not live alone."

"No. I know that."

Raven opened the cash box and started stacking bills. "Then stop doing the math as if you do."

He looked at her and frowned.

She did not look away. "Ben..."

Luna added quietly, "We have money too."

"It's under-the-table cash from enchanted candle retail."

"It’s still money," Sage said. “We all live here, so we all contribute.”

Ben leaned back against the couch and forced himself to let the picture widen. Three incomes from Nighttime Oddities, small but with rather huge bonuses when the sales went crazy. Jolene's possible offer for him, not official yet but close enough to matter. His savings. A final paycheck. The severance if he was lucky. The cost of the house spread across four adults, not one lonely office worker and a dog.

The numbers were still tight. But tight was not impossible. And as he ran the numbers over and over in his head, he realized he was concerned for no reason. They actually would have money to spare.

Luna wrote everything down with her neat handwriting. They made a few safe estimates and tried to add everything up.

“Health insurance is an issue,” Ben said. “Mine will be gone at the end of the month. None of you have any.”

Sage frowned. "Insurance is the thing where your country lets you buy permission to get sick?"

Ben sighed. “Yeah. I hate how accurate that is.”

Raven made a motion with her hand and the air above it shimmered. “Well, it’s a good thing we know magic.”

“Okay, magical healing,” Ben said. “Do we need to budget for that?”

“Yes,” Sage said. “I’m going to need more of these pretzels if you want me to heal your ass.”

Ben chuckled and pulled out his phone. “I need to talk with Jolene about her job offer. The reality is we all need legal employment. Even with you three hexing people to take their money, we need excuses for all that cash so the IRS doesn’t come snooping.”

Luna nodded. “Then give Jolene a call. But you understand what that means, right?”

Ben looked at her. “That I’m accepting her job?”

Luna nodded. “You’re tying your future with ours.”

Ben let out a breath. “I think you’re making it sound more serious than it is. But just to be clear, I like the thought of tying my future to yours.”

Luna smiled at that.

“Okay,” Sage said. “For that you get one free healing. But after that, I want more pretzels.”

Ben picked up his phone and sent Jolene a text, saying he wanted to accept the job but wanted to go over numbers first.

Murphy wandered over and laid his head on Ben's knee like he approved of responsible financial planning. Ben scratched behind his ear automatically. His phone buzzed almost immediately.

It was Jolene.

Tonight after close.

Ben let out a slow breath and nodded. It was such a simple thing, but it made this ridiculous reality feel a bit less like a fantasy.

“I’m talking with Jolene tonight about the job,” Ben said.

“Should we come with you to encourage her?” Sage asked. Ben gave her a flat look and she gave him such a look of wide-eyed innocence he almost laughed.

Ben set the phone down on the coffee table and looked around at his living room.

The scorched mark on the rug where the portal had opened was still faintly visible if the light hit it right. His parents' photo sat on the shelf by the stairs. Murphy shed on everything he loved. Three black cardigans hung over the dining chairs. A pair of Sage's shoes had somehow ended up under the coffee table. It was not a fantasy tableau. It was just his house, crowded and warm and a little messy.

Home, he thought again. That word felt like it meant something more, now. These women were making his house feel like more of a home.

Raven came to sit beside him, fitting herself against his side. Luna took the other side of the couch. Sage stayed on the rug but rested her head against his knee with no warning and no apology.

Ben looked down at her. "You're all very clingy for people who accuse me of over-managing."

Sage shrugged against his leg. "We contain multitudes."

Raven laughed softly. Luna smiled and closed the notebook. Ben looked at the clock. Hours until the meeting with Jolene. Hours until numbers either steadied the ground under him or reminded him how far he still had to go. He put a hand on Sage's hair, another around Raven's shoulders, and let Luna lean quietly into his side. Tonight, he thought, they would find out whether hope could survive arithmetic.


Chapter thirty-six


That evening, Ben carried his laptop into Nighttime Oddities.

The shop was closed. The sign in the window hung dark. Inside, the front lights were on low, throwing warm pools across shelves of candles, skull planters, silver jewelry, and all the black velvet nonsense that somehow no longer felt like nonsense at all.

Jolene was behind the register in reading glasses, which made her look even more dangerously competent. A yellow legal pad sat open beside her. A calculator, a stack of invoices, and a mug that said HEX THE PATRIARCHY formed a neat little war camp around her.

Raven, Luna, and Sage were there as well.

Raven lounged against the counter with her arms folded, trying for casual and landing somewhere closer to invested girlfriend energy. Luna sat on a stool with a notebook in her lap, pencil ready. Sage sprawled in a chair backward, chin on folded arms, looking like she had no interest in numbers while very clearly intending to hear every word. Ben shut the door behind him and locked it.

Jolene looked up. "Excellent. The adults are here."

Sage stuck out her tongue. "Rude."

Ben came around the counter and set his laptop down. "Please tell me we're about to do something deeply boring and emotionally stabilizing."

Jolene pushed the yellow pad toward him. "Sales. Costs. Reorders. Payroll. Rent. Taxes. The language of seduction, you know."

Ben sat down and looked it all over.

Jolene tapped the first page. "This is gross revenue for the last eight days, including the two ridiculous ones."

Ben leaned in. The numbers were higher than he'd expected even after seeing the receipts. Much higher. A spike from the enchanted rush, yes, but the days after the new rules had still stayed strong. Not frenzied, not supernatural riot strong, but real. A steady climb that promised a solid future.

Average daily take. Cost of goods sold. Margin. Rent. Utilities. Card processing. Packaging. Payroll as it existed now, which was basically Jolene, cash to the witches, and a prayer.

He looked up slowly. "You weren't kidding."

"I am almost never kidding when I have a legal pad," Jolene said.

Luna leaned forward on her stool. "Is it enough?"

Ben let out a breath and nodded. "Yeah, it is. More than enough."

“Sales have massively increased,” Jolene said. “I think we can put some work into expanding the business; perhaps new inventory, new displays that hold more, and maybe a few high-ticket items. I think with the right behind this, we can increase these numbers by another thirty or forty percent.”

He pulled the yellow pad closer and started writing cleaner numbers on the side of the page. Monthly estimate. Conservative, not assuming every day turned into a goth Christmas miracle. Then payroll if Jolene raised the witches above minimum and added part-time money for him. Then rent and inventory growth. Then taxes, which he estimated with the kind of caution burned-out office workers used when they had been hurt before.

Jolene watched him do it and slid over more invoices without interrupting. Ben kept going.

The witches had been making a lot more money now. That part had already felt obvious in the house when cash started stacking up in the drawer. Here it looked stranger and more solid. In two ridiculous days alone, they had made almost as much as he used to make in a month at the office. Even backing out the wildest spikes and trimming his estimate to something safer, the shop could carry more than he'd guessed.

He sat back a little and frowned at the papers. Raven leaned in closer.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

“I think Jolene’s right,” Ben said. “I think we can put some effort into building this business up a bit. We should see some additional growth from that. I don’t know what the future holds, but from my point of view it looks pretty damn bright.”

“So the house is safe?” Luna asked.

Ben chuckled. “More than safe. We keep this up and I’ll pay it off in half the time. Maybe sooner. And with the extra money, Jolene can buy more storage for all her inventory that she’s going to need. I still want us to be careful, though.”

Raven crossed her arms tighter, but he knew her well enough now to see she was trying not to grin too soon. "What is the careful version?"

Jolene pointed at the page. "The careful version is we do not budget around magical shopping frenzies. We budget around regular elevated traffic and a steady increase in business because apparently Baltimore has decided it wants black candles and emotionally honest saleswomen."

Sage looked pleased. "We are emotionally honest."

"You are emotionally armed," Jolene corrected.

Ben laughed once, then leaned over the pad again. "Okay. Here's the catch."

He pointed with the pen. "The shop supports this if sales stay near the current normal and not the magical lunatic highs. It supports it if inventory keeps moving. It supports it if we tighten some things at the house for a while and don't start living like idiots because one week felt good."

Raven nodded slowly. "That’s reasonable."

"Also," Ben said, glancing at Jolene, "this only works if I'm not just some guy hanging around doing favors. It has to be official enough to plan around. Hours. Pay. Real responsibilities."

Jolene reached under the counter, pulled out another folder, and slid it over.

"That's why I printed this before you got here."

Ben opened it. A simple offer. Part-time operations and inventory management. Flexible hours weighted around shipments, ordering, books, vendor communication, basic scheduling support. Pay rate listed cleanly. Not huge, but it was enough, and included an option for bonuses based on sales and growth. He read it twice.

"So, you already decided?" he asked.

Jolene gave a small shrug. "I own a store, not a casino. If I'm going to tie growth to a person, I'd prefer the person know how to make a spreadsheet without crying."

Sage lifted a brow. "Did you cry over spreadsheets."

Ben looked at her. "Only internally, like a true professional."

Raven smiled at the paper in his hand. "I like this."

Jolene tapped the legal pad. "And that's before the fun part."

Ben frowned. "There’s a fun part?"

"Marginally. I can use them more."

All three witches straightened.

Jolene looked at them. "Not full-time yet. Don't start buying castles, okay? But the traffic is there now, plus you’re somewhat legal. I can justify more shifts. Longer days on weekends. Special events if we keep them ethical enough not to summon a lawsuit."

Raven actually gasped. "More shifts."

"More cash," Sage said immediately.

Luna smiled, small and stunned. "More real."

Ben did the math again with the added hours. Everything good just got better.

They weren’t rich, but this would make them comfortable. Enough money to relax, to take a deep breath when the world around them burned a bit. And better yet, he didn’t have to listen to Craig’s whiny voice asking about weekends. Jolene would be a much better boss, plus she was hot as well. Not that he planned on doing anything about that, but it was always nice when she was easy on the eyes.

“Well?” Jolene asked. “I hope you aren’t going to make me beg, because I’m not very good at that.”

“You definitely don’t look like the begging type,” Sage said to her. “You look like you make others beg.”

“Why thank you,” Jolene replied.

“Yeah,” Ben said. “Yeah, let’s do it.”

Sage smacked the counter with her palm. “Hot damn, that’s what I’m talking about!”

Ben picked up the pen and signed his name on the form. It was small, but he knew this decision had deeper ties. It wasn’t just a part-time job; it was the beginning of a new life. A new, happy life.

The pen scratched across the line in one clean motion. Jolene took the paper back, glanced at it, then tucked it into the folder.

"Congratulations,” she said. “You're in retail now. Everything is worse and more inconvenient."

Raven leaned down and kissed the top of his head.

Jolene snapped her calculator shut. "Now for the bad news."

Everybody looked at her. She reached into the folder again and pulled out one more sheet.

Vendor expansion quote. Increased stock order. New shelving. Register software upgrade. Packaging bulk buy. A little more money than Ben liked, and all of it needed soon if they were going to meet the business the witches were bringing in. Jolene laid it on the counter between them.

"If we're really doing this," she said, "I need to grow before we get buried by our own success."

Ben stared at the quote. Viability, yes, but also risk. Real enough now to demand capital, planning, and probably choices about the household cash they had just started to trust. He understood why Jolene called it bad news.

Sage looked at the number and whistled. Raven's fingers tightened slightly on Ben's shoulders. Luna picked up the page and read it line by line.

Ben felt himself smile. It wasn’t just an investment in the business. It was an investment in his new life.


Chapter thirty-seven


The number sat on the counter between the candles and the calculator like a dare. New shelving. Bigger stock order. Register upgrade. Packaging in bulk. Nothing glamorous, all of it necessary. The kind of money that made a future stop being a romantic idea and start being a thing with receipts. Something real and tangible.

"Tomorrow would make me breathe easier," Jolene said.

Now nobody in the shop seemed especially interested in breathing easy.

Sage leaned in over the counter first. "How much of that can we cover right now?"

Jolene glanced at the quote. "Most, if I pull from what the last week brought in. Not all, unless I want to get stupid."

Raven folded her arms. "And we are trying to be less stupid, unfortunately."

"Correct," Jolene said.

Ben did the math one more time because once was never enough when it mattered. The store could support them with ease. The expansion cost was the sharper edge. If they did not grow, they would hit the ceiling of what the place could hold. If they did grow, it meant spending real money now on a life he had only just started to admit was his.

Luna read the quote over his shoulder. "If we wait too long, what happens?"

Jolene's mouth flattened. "I run short on stock. Customers come in, see empty shelves, and decide the spell has worn off. Which, for the record, would be rude."

Ben nodded slowly. He knew that pattern. Momentum was a living thing; you fed it or it wandered off and learned to buy candles somewhere else.

Sage looked at him. "You have that face."

"What face?" Ben asked.

"The one where you're trying to figure out how to take the hit yourself before anyone can stop you." she replied.

Raven nodded in agreement. "He does do that."

Ben huffed a breath. "I was trying to be noble for maybe six seconds. You all are getting very good at ruining that."

Luna's expression stayed calm. "Good."

Jolene took off her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose. "I'm going to say the practical thing and then pretend I never developed feelings in front of anyone that doesn’t pay me." She looked at Ben. "Do not make this decision like you're the only adult in the room."

"Okay," he said. "Then we do it together."

Jolene nodded once. "Good. Go home and look at your cash, your accounts. You’re making a big decision so I want to make sure you feel safe with it."

Ben nodded. “I can already tell you I do.” He looked over and smiled at Sage.

That feeling of calm confidence stayed with him all the way home. As soon as they got home they went over their finances again. Sage said it was ridiculous. Luna just nodded and started counting.

After adding up the witches’ cash, making some estimates on their monthly incomes, and adding in Ben’s new wages, Ben made some quick calculations.

“So, how bad is it?” Raven asked.

Ben looked at her with a grave expression. “If we continue like this, I fear we’ll only be able to take three vacations per year.”

“Wait a minute, this world of yours sucks,” Sage said. “I don’t know if three vacations is good or not. We used to be able to travel whenever we wanted to, remember. Well, except for people trying to burn us at the stake.”

“Yes, things are different here,” Ben explained. “We have more responsibilities, and as you’ve seen, more required paperwork. I’m saying everything’s going to be alright. Better than alright.” He glanced at their stacks of cash. “We need to be careful how we process all of this money, but our future is bright.”

“You had me worried for a moment there,” Raven said as she walked up to him.

She wrapped her arms around his waist and hugged him tightly. Ben leaned down and kissed her forehead.

“So, our financial future is safe,” Luna said. “What about the rest?”

“We have a good start on the rest,” Ben said. “You three have work authorizations. We still need to get you social security numbers, but we’ll get there.”

Sage reached over and grabbed onto his arm. “And we still need to tie ourselves to you permanently so you can’t ever leave us.”

Ben looked at her. “Why would I ever want to leave you, Sage?”

She smiled and leaned in close. “That’s the right answer.”

She kissed him and made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a giggle, then kissed Raven as well. Their kiss lingered for a moment, then she came back and kissed Ben again.

“So, our protector has sufficiently protected us,” Luna stated.

Raven turned and glanced at everything. “It appears so.” She turned back to Ben. “I feel as though we should reward him somehow.” Her full lips curved into a smile.

“I’ll bet I can think of a thing or two,” Sage said.

Ben looked over his shoulder and saw Luna already halfway up the stairs. She paused when she saw him looking, then grabbed the bottom hem of her sundress and pulled it off over her head.

“At least we’re all thinking the same thing,” Sage said with a grin.

Ben released Raven and hurried to the stairs. Luna gave him a slow smile and kept ascending them, swinging her hips with each step. By the time he reached the bedroom his shirt was off and his shoes were somewhere on the living room floor.

He pulled at his belt, then his pants. The witches showed off the benefits of wearing sundresses with no underwear; it took them a matter of seconds to get fully nude.

“Come here, you,” Sage said to Luna as she reached out for her.

She grabbed the slender woman by the arm and they both smiled as their lips met. They fell back onto the bed, rolling around as they kissed each other deeply. Sage wound up on top, her round ass in the air. Raven laughed at the sight, then walked up and planted a kiss right on each of those perfectly round cheeks.

“Don’t threaten me with a good time,” Sage said, arching her back and raising her ass even further. She shook her hips and Raven laughed, then reached out and slapped Sage on the ass.

Once Ben got his pants off he crawled onto the bed. Raven got there a second later, practically crashing into him. They kissed and embraced, finally ending up with Raven on top, straddling him.

Raven suddenly straightened up, mild surprise on her face. “Well, hello there,” she said.

Ben was about to ask why she had said that when he felt hands on his cock.

“Hello, indeed,” he said.

He glanced past Raven and saw Luna with her pretty face buried between Raven’s substantial cheeks. Sage was there as well, her slender fingers gripped around the base of his cock. She sucked on him a few times, then rubbed the head of his dick against Raven.

“I want to watch it from right here,” Sage said.

Luna leaned over and kissed her, then spat on Ben’s cock as well. She ran her tongue up Raven’s pussy, then helped Sage guide Ben’s cock inside her.

Both of Ben’s hands were on Raven’s hips, and he pushed his hips up, sinking into pure bliss. Raven closed her eyes and smiled as he entered her fully. He kept his thrusting slow, since the others were still having their fun. Luna continued tonguing Raven’s ass while Ben fucked her pussy. Sage gently fondled his balls and took her turn with Raven’s ass as well.

“Gods, they know how to please a woman,” Raven said.

Ben reached up and grabbed onto her full breast with both hands, giving them a squeeze. Luna and Sage finally moved back and focused on kissing each other, so Ben started moving faster. He thrust into Raven’s soaking wet pussy with long, steady strokes.

“Oh, Ben,” she moaned as she leaned forward.

Their lips met and Ben wrapped his arms around her, holding her tightly. As their tongues pressed into each other’s mouths, he picked up the pace slightly. Raven let out small moans against his lips as he fucked her.

His hands squeezed on her huge breasts and his thumbs rubbed over her soft pink nipples until they were firm and erect. A moment later he let his hands slide down her sides until he held onto her perky round bubble butt.

Raven leaned her forehead against his, moaning softly as he continued thrusting inside her. Sage crawled up next to them and Raven immediately leaned over, throwing her arms around Sage. They kissed, then Raven’s lips traveled south, down Sage’s neck and to her breasts. Ben gripped Raven’s waist tightly, thrusting hard and fast into her sweet pussy while she sucked on Sage’s nipples.

Luna crawled up on Ben’s other side and leaned down, kissing him tenderly. She tasted like Sage’s pussy, which made him smile.

“I have an idea,” Luna whispered against his lips. She kissed him again, then moved back.

Raven released Sage, then leaned the other way and kissed Luna. Their tongues intertwined while Ben kept thrusting into Raven.

Finally, they shifted positions. Raven moved off of him while Luna took her place. She gave Ben one of her gentle smiles while reaching between her slender thighs and grabbing onto his cock. She rubbed it against her pussy lips a few times, then lined everything up and sank down on it with her eyes closed and a look of pure bliss on her face.

Ben reached out and grabbed Luna by her small waist, pushing himself into her slowly. Their bodies and souls felt as one as they made love. Raven shuffled over next to Luna, taking her face in her hands and kissing her. Their tongues pushed and pressed as one of Raven’s hands slid down, pinching one of Luna’s pink nipples.

Sage kissed Ben on the cheek, then gently bit his chin. He turned to her and smiled and they kissed again, much more intensely this time. She kissed him like she wanted him forever.

Raven’s hand slid down Luna’s taut stomach, finally reaching her clitoris. She began rubbing the tips of her fingers in a circle right on Luna’s love button, causing the slender woman to gasp against Raven’s lips.

“I want you to show me how much you love me,” Sage said against Ben’s lips.

With that, she got on all fours and then slowly crawled over Ben’s face, dragging her breasts across him first. Ben reached up and licked her nipple, then gave it a little nip. Sage gasped, then gave him a devilish smile in return. She continued crawling over him, allowing him to kiss her stomach, then her hip. Finally, she turned and mounted his face, lowering her pussy right onto his mouth.

“Show me what a good boy you are,” Sage said, closing her eyes as Ben went to work.

He pushed his tongue inside her, savoring Sage’s sweet pussy, then focused on working his tongue across her clitoris. All the while his hands still held onto Luna’s waist as she rode him.

After a moment Raven came around and kissed Sage for a while. Her hands went to Sage’s perky breasts, pinching each of her nipples. Ben focused on pleasing her love button, but at one point he did remove his hands from Luna and place them squarely on Sage’s ridiculous ass, squeezing it while pleasing her.

Sage’s body tensed up and she suddenly shouted against Raven’s lips as she orgasmed. Raven kissed her even harder, drowning out her moans while amplifying them by pinching Sage’s nipples. Trembles flooded Sage’s body as she immediately went into a second orgasm. Ben slapped her on the ass to help punctuate it and Raven dropped her head, biting Sage’s nipple.

It almost became a game, Raven and Ben doing whatever they could to get more orgasms out of Sage. He was relentless in how he tongued her clitoris, never giving her a chance to recover. Raven nibbled and bit Sage’s orgasm, then reached around and slapped her rather firmly on her bubble butt. Sage shouted her pleasure to the ceiling.

Even Luna got in on it, reaching forward to spank Sage as well. Sage leaned forward, cradling Ben’s head in both hands but still positioning herself to be pleased. Luna grabbed and squeezed on Sage’s magnificent ass while Ben gave her one more orgasm.

“Hold on,” Sage said, completely breathless. “I can’t take anymore. Gods, that was incredible.”

She rolled off of Ben’s face and flopped onto her back, her chest rising and falling with each breath. Raven gave Luna a beautiful smile, then leaned over and kissed her. They kept kissing and Raven swung a thick thigh over Ben’s face so he could eat her pussy from the back. That made it impossible for him to get to her clitoris with his tongue, so he focused on simply stimulating her labia while using his thumb to rub her clit.

After a few minutes of that, Luna reached down and began rubbing Raven’s clit. Raven responded by reaching forward and doing the same to Luna. It didn’t take long until both of them were shouting around their kiss, orgasming at the same time.

Ben couldn’t hold off any longer and thrust his hips upward as he came. He tried to moan Luna’s name but Raven smothered his face with her juicy wet pussy. All three of them orgasmed at the same time and Ben unleashed an absolute flood inside Luna. She worked her hips in small circles and clenched her pelvic floor muscles, milking every drop out of him.

A few minutes after that, all four of them settled on the bed in a pile of flesh and arms and legs and love. Raven crawled over and kissed him on the cheek, then flopped down with her head on his chest. Luna reached out and grabbed onto Sage’s butt, making her giggle.

Ben waited for his heart to slow down, then raised his head to look at them. They were such a beautiful mess. He laid his head back down and smiled, thinking about how the rest of his life had just begun.
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